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ABSTRACT
This thesis is the first 21 chapters (approximately 150 pages) of a novel, Good Patients,
accompanied by a complete synopsis. Good Patients is a social satire which seeks to touch on
the flaws of the American healthcare system and social media culture, and how these two
intersect for many people. To prepare for writing, I spent my first semester completing a guided
reading list and preparing the synopsis, both of which were approved by my thesis chair. While
writing, I consulted several medical articles to make my work as accurate as possible. The novel
explores the way social media demands constant performance, and the constant social and
economic anxieties suffered by those who are already sick through satire and dark comedy.
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CHAPTER ONE
In a small town in Nebraska, a woman was digging change out of the cushions her couch
for the bus, and all across America, people’s phones were blowing up.
It started just five days earlier, when Isabel Farmer was tasked by her editor to write a
story for their ongoing series on local businesses. Over the course of the summer, they’d already
featured the five shops that hadn’t been forced out by the big chains, as well as the restaurants
that wouldn’t give you food poisoning. She’d been walking home, debating whether the credit
union counted as a local business, when noticed something peculiar in front of the grocery store.
A table was set up out front, with three young boys sitting behind it, and a piece of posterboard
propped up in front. Taped to it was a messy collage of low-quality photographs of a woman,
clearly screencaps taken directly from Facebook and printed in black and white, and equally lowquality photos of a decade-old sedan. There was also a message written in scribbled Crayola
markers.
BAKE SALE!!! HELP OUR MOM!!!
Curious, Isabel approached the table. As soon as they spotted her, the boys all sat up and
began speaking at once.
“Do you want a cookie?” the eldest asked.
“Cookies for sale!” the middle brother said.
“BUY SOMETHING!” the youngest said, earning him a jab in the ribs from both his
brothers at once.
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“How much?” Isabel asked, already digging into her purse. She was a soft touch,
especially where kids and baked goods were concerned.
“One dollar for one,” the oldest of the boys said. He held up a shoebox, which held a
collection of loose bills and coins, and she put her dollar in. He then reached into a cooler that sat
on the table next to him, and produced one cookie, covered by a shoddy plastic wrap job. It was
chocolate chip, clearly homemade, and coming apart.
“This is for your mom?” she asked, looking at the sign again as she put the treat in her
purse for later consumption.
The middle boy explained, in enthusiastic, rambling tones, that their mother’s car needed
repairs, and they were having trouble affording it. She worked full-time, and had been forced to
start leaving two hours early and arriving home two hours late while relying on public
transportation. Being out of school for the summer with little to do except wait for their mother
to come home at night and watch the car gather dust outside, he and his brothers decided to take
matters into their own hands. They would help their mom with the power of sugar and hard
work. It was obvious that they had no idea what, exactly, was wrong with the car or how much
money they’d need to make in order to pay for the repairs – or hell, in order to break even on the
cost of ingredients, which they’d pooled their allowances for – but what sort of entrepreneurs
would they be if they let that stop them?
Just as nearly all the people who read about this exchange later would be, Isabel Farmer
was moved. She gave them ten extra dollars. And then she took out a pad of paper and scribbled
her name and work email address, handing it to the oldest boy and asking him to give it to their
mom when she got home that night.
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Two days and an email exchange with the boys’ mother later, she’d written up the first
draft of a story covering the newest local business. The next day, she visited the bake sale again,
bought another cookie, and snapped a couple pictures of the boys at work, along with their
mother, who provided her with the perfect byline quote.
“It’s just the sweetest thing… It’s hard to keep track of three boys all day when you’re a
working mom, I never imagined this is what they’d be getting up to.”
Within twenty-four hours of posting, the story had been viewed over two thousand times.
Isabel’s most popular story, covering the previous mayor’s death, had only garnered half that in
the same amount of time. (The man had been so middling and inoffensively ineffective, even his
death failed to be interesting.) Another twenty-four hours, and it had been included in a listicle of
“36 News Stories to Prove Humanity Isn’t All Bad,” which was then shared far and wide by
people who needed a daily dose of the warm and fuzzies in order to continue getting out of bed,
going to work, and participating in society.
From there, the article was all over the internet for a solid day and a half, something that
delighted Isabel and her editor. It also made the manager of the grocery store where the boys had
set up very nervous, as he’d allowed them to do so on the grounds that corporate would probably
never find out. Eventually, he politely explained to the boys that they’d have to move their
operation elsewhere, so they did, although the sidewalk in front of the empty storefront in the
strip mall got far less foot traffic.
The story eventually found itself in the Twitter feed of one Zakary Rut in Beverly Hills.
Zakary was, at the time, thirty years old and jobless. This wasn’t so much a problem as it was an
embarrassment—not to Zakary, but to his father, who had been begging his youngest son to pull
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himself up by his bootstraps, hit the pavement, and take a giftwrapped position on the board of
his venture capitalist firm for years. Zakary refused, seeing his father’s company, the regrettablybut-accurately-named Rut and Sons, as a symbol of everything that was wrong with America. A
bunch of fat cats throwing their money at whatever would make them more money; no real
thought for people or joy or peace or personal growth. They’d gotten into an argument on the
subject at his uncle’s birthday dinner, which ended with Zakary storming out to drive his Porsche
home, stewing over his father’s selfishness.
It was that night when Zakary, scrolling aimlessly on his phone, came across Isabel’s
story. He skimmed it, and vaguely wished the story included a link to the mother’s PayPal or
something. He’d have gladly thrown twenty bucks their way.
And a light flicked on in his brain.
He’d need to work out some details, and something to make his idea stand out from those
greedy bastards at GoFundMe—something to give his operation an edge, a draw. And he’d need
help. He couldn’t code, or market, or handle the financials. But he was a Rut, which meant he
could secure investors. And, hell, every company needed an ideas guy in the CEO chair, right? If
he could pull the smartest guys from his old fraternity, and the smartest guys they tormented in
high school, they just might be able to pull this off.
This would get his dad off his back for sure. No more calling him a freeloader now that
he was soon to be gainfully employed. And it’d be for a good cause, which was sure to give the
old man an aneurysm. The thought made Zakary smile.
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They could set up their offices in Bel Air, he thought, as he drifted off to sleep. There
were some great coffee shops that would be within walking distance.
In the end, after two weeks of work, once you accounted for the cost of ingredients, the
boys in Nebraska made $200, which they happily gave to their mother. She took it with a smile,
sending her sons to bed with a hug and a kiss each, and put the money in her desk. She was onetenth of the way the way to being able to get the car fixed, assuming there wasn’t another
emergency that required her to dip into it.
On its fifth birthday, FundMyLife was pulling in ten million a year. And Zakary Rut
wasn’t anywhere close to satisfied. Not yet.
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CHAPTER TWO
Lenore Hubbard was of the opinion that anyone who had a “Good Vibes Only” bumper
sticker on a car that they then left in the parking lot of a hospital where people died literally
every day deserved to have their tires slashed. Or at least, one of their tires. See if they could
“positive thinking” their way out of having to call AAA. No one felt good vibes when they
couldn’t drive home, and, so far as she was concerned, no sane person had good vibes on the
same day as a doctor’s appointment.
Having been in the waiting room for an hour, she had already spent far more time at the
hospital than she would’ve liked. Silent and too anxious to even play around on her phone, she
had spent most of that hour staring out the window to the parking lot, trying to amuse herself by
making snap judgments about people based on the state of their vehicles. (She decided that
whoever was driving the strawberry pink moped with an Alice Cooper sticker on the back end
was definitely the coolest person here.) Her left leg was jiggling at a rate that was causing the
receptionist’s eye to twitch.
Lenore hadn’t told Beatrice that she had an appointment today, much less what it was
concerning. She also hadn’t told her about the mammogram, or the lump that led to the first
appointment that led to the mammogram. That was a little over two weeks ago, and the day
before, she’d gotten a phone call asking if she could come in so her doctor could discuss her
results with her.
Lenore pretty much knew the score at that point, but since she didn’t have to go into work
until 3 PM, she agreed to come in the morning so she could hear it in person.
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Nothing good, she was pretty sure, had ever come from a test result the doctor wouldn’t
disclose over the phone. It was never, “Thank you for coming all the way down here. We just
couldn’t tell you this over the phone… YOU HAVE THE LEAST CANCEROUS BODY
WE’VE EVER SEEN! YOU’LL LIVE TO BE A HUNDRED!” It was always, “Don’t panic, but
here’s some horrible news that you’re absolutely going to panic over.”
Her leg sped up, and so did the twitching of the receptionist’s eye.
Lenore would tell Beatrice about it when there was something to tell her. Right now, the
only thing to say would’ve been, “Well, there’s probably a problem.” Enough information to
send Beatrice into a tailspin, but not enough for her to actually be helpful. And besides, if Lenore
had told her sister what was going on, she’d definitely be sitting here with her, chattering away
about some articles she’d read about how breast lumps were usually benign and maybe the
doctor just wanted to see her in person because he wanted to schedule her next pap smear or
something and there was probably a totally chill and non-deathy reason he couldn’t do that over
the phone. Lenore didn’t need chatter, and she certainly didn’t need false hope.
That was why, when she was finally called back, forty-five minutes after her scheduled
appointment time, the first words out of her mouth were, “So, how bad is it?”
Dr. Kensing, whom she’d seen maybe once or twice a year since she got too old for the
pediatrician, sighed as he sat down at his desk. “You don’t beat around the bush, do you?” he
asked, but he didn’t wait on a response. “I got your results back yesterday, and… well, I won’t
sugarcoat it. You have breast cancer.”
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She’d been holding her breath, and she couldn’t let it out. No sigh of relief, no
comforting exhale. Just the air growing more and more uncomfortable in her lungs.
He took her silence as a sign to keep talking. “The good news – much as there can be any
good news, given the circumstances – is that it’s in Stage I. We caught it early, which improves
your chances of recovery astronomically.”
That allowed her to breathe again, and she nodded. “My sister nags me to do the selfcheck every month,” was all she could think of to say.
This appeared to amuse him. “Well, her nagging helped you out, so make sure to thank
her.”
Lenore absolutely would not be thanking Beatrice for this, but she knew the doctor was
probably right that she should. As soon as she’d learned that it was possible to check for cancer
at home, Beatrice had begun doing monthly examinations, checking her breasts for lumps, and
she’d started pestering Lenore into doing the same. She had gone with it mostly because she
assumed this was some sort of coping mechanism, albeit not a particularly logical one, since the
cancer that killed their mother had been in her ovaries. If there’d been a way to check her own
reproductive system for cancerous cells, Beatrice surely would’ve started doing that, too. After a
time, it just became habit. First of the month, do another self-check. Even when Lenore forgot
her birth control, she remembered to check for lumps. And that was how she’d discovered the
problem she was currently faced with.
“So…” She cleared her throat, trying to sound brave and strong and dignified, like the
soap opera heroines who were diagnosed with something dreadful just weeks before the wedding
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to the love of their life. (And after they’d gone through so much to be together, too! Misery!
Woe! Slow-motion montages!) Those women always made a miraculous recovery, usually after
abandoning their beloved so he could have a happy life without her. “What now?”
“I’m going to refer you to an oncologist.” He grabbed a pad of sticky notes and scribbled
a name and phone number on it in Sharpie. “Dr. Patel, she’s great, and her department is on the
other side of this campus, so it won’t be too far out of your way. I’ll tell her office to call you,
but there’s the number just in case.”
She shoved the paper in her pocket. “Okay, but, like, what’s going to happen?”
“That’s between you and Dr. Patel. I’m a general practitioner, so I’m not really qualified
to give you a treatment for cancer.”
“I mean… am I going to start throwing up? Will I pass out or something? Will people be
able to tell I’m sick?”
“Oh.” He paused as he thought it over. “In all likelihood, the only obvious symptoms will
be the one you told me about – the lump, pain around your breast. People won’t know by looking
at you, unless you have to do chemo, in which case you may start showing more outward
symptoms.”
“But right now, no one will know?”
“Not unless you tell them.”
“Good.”
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He reached into his desk and produced a pamphlet, passing it over to her as he said, “I
know I just said I can’t start a treatment plan for you, but I do have one piece of advice. Well,
two. First, see Dr. Patel and listen to her. Second, do tell someone. Do you have close family, a
significant other you could talk to about this?”
Lenore hesitated. “I’ll tell my sister.” Which was true. She’d tell her. Sooner or later.
“Good.” He nodded. “You’ll need all the emotional support you can get during this time.
If you need it, it might not be a bad idea to talk to a therapist, either.”
“Right.” That definitely wasn’t going to happen, but she didn’t say so. Saying that she
didn’t like therapy usually netted comments about how this was proof that she should go to
therapy.
Dr. Kensing rose, effectively signaling that the appointment was over. Lenore glanced at
the clock. She’d sat down not even five minutes ago. Five minutes, and her life was basically
being ripped apart like a national landmark in a disaster movie. He’d passed her off to another
doctor, she was their problem now, and at the end of the day, he’d get to go home and watch TV
and eat dinner with his family and not have cancer.
Lenore left the office as quickly as she could manage, stepping out in the blistering heat
of the Florida sunshine. It was mid-June, which meant the worst of the summer wasn’t even here
yet, and the entire state was already crawling with tourists. She didn’t even live in Orlando near
the theme parks, or in a beach town—that was twenty minutes away on the interstate. But
Blairville, Florida was close enough to water that it still got its fair share of out-of-towners, who

10

stayed in the fifty-thousand or so motels lined up along the streets, trading in proximity to the
ocean for cheaper rates.
Like any true, red-blooded Floridian who feared neither gator nor hurricane, Lenore
detested tourists, but also relied on them somewhat for her income. She didn’t work in a souvenir
shop anymore—that ended when the place became a crime scene and she decided it wasn’t worth
waiting out the trial—but Quicky’s, the convenience store where she was currently employed,
was right by the biggest hotel in town. It was open twenty-four hours and sold a lot of stuff the
hotel shop wouldn’t, so about half their customers, especially this time of year, were guests who
had come over to acquire liquor, condoms, and, now that her boss had officially been cleared by
the Florida Department of Health, edibles.
Lenore was rarely in the mood where dealing with sunburnt snowbirds who knocked
things off shelves, never picking them up, and made a mess in the bathroom sounded fun. The
idea of facing them when she was processing the worst news since “Mom’s stopping the chemo”
made her feel slightly homicidal.
She ought to call in.
She couldn’t call in, but she knew she ought to.
Lenore was allotted five paid vacation days a year, and she had blown them back in
March when she’d managed to catch mono from her boyfriend (now ex-boyfriend, for not
entirely unrelated reasons—she’d dumped him when she realized his coworker he told her not to
worry about had also caught mono). They said you still carried the virus around long after you
felt better, but regardless, after the fifth day, Lenore had dragged her ass out of bed and back to
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work, mixing DayQuil in with her coffee. She technically still had an additional two weeks of
unpaid leave, but the problem with unpaid leave was that it was, well, unpaid. She had an
apartment that required rent. A car that required payments. Phone and internet bills. And, oh
yeah, she occasionally liked to eat.
She couldn’t really afford to miss a day’s pay right now. Not when she couldn’t justify it.
It wasn’t as though cancer was contagious. She should, theoretically, be able to sufficiently sell
cheap ice cream to vacationers just as well with a tumor as she could without. And besides, she
reasoned, she should probably start rationing her days off. Depending on what this Dr. Patel
wanted done, she might be needing them soon. She tried not to think of her mother’s final year
too often, but she remembered it was time-consuming and expensive.
Jesus. She hadn’t even begun to consider what her diagnosis would do to her financially.
She leaned her head forward, the car letting out a pitiful honk as she hit the center of the
steering wheel.
It would be a long day, but then again, she rarely had any other kind.
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CHAPTER THREE
In the years preceding their mother’s death, Lenore and Beatrice barely spoke to one
another. That was fine by both of them. They’d come into this world together, but they’d almost
immediately set off to spend as little of their limited time together as they could reasonably
manage. Some things couldn’t be avoided. They still had the same address, at least for the first
two decades or so. They still had to go to the same school, and, though they weren’t identical,
they were still the only two Hubbards in the class, and couldn’t pretend they didn’t know each
other. And, despite all protests, their parents insisted on a fair amount of “family bonding,”
which had a frustrating habit of putting the two in close proximity.
It was unclear when, exactly, the Hubbard sisters had turned on one another. Certainly, it
was before grade school. They’d been separated into different kindergarten classes when the
teacher proved unable to stop them fighting, the final straw being when Beatrice dipped one of
her sister’s long braids into a jar of paint, and Lenore had retaliated by biting her and refusing to
let go. Her five-year-old self was a vicious, wild animal, Beatrice said, and she still had the scar
on her forearm to prove it.
Lenore figured they’d grown sick of each other in the womb, and acted accordingly when
they arrived and found that they were expected to live together. By the time they reached high
school, their relationship had cooled from “Cain and Abel didn’t know this sort of animosity” to
“we’ve exchanged twenty words this week and that feels like far too much, wouldn’t you
agree?”, and they just steered clear of one another. Beatrice quickly developed a talent for
blending into the crowd and ducked any sort of recognition among her peers, beyond maybe,
“that know-it-all who puts up her hand way too quickly for anyone’s liking,” but quickly
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managed to find her people in the drama department and anime club, and seemed happy. Lenore
was noticed by many but spoken to by virtually no one, which was fine with her. Whenever she
did talk to anybody at length, they usually seemed put off by her for some reason. She didn’t
understand why—she simply spoke her mind. She chose not to worry about it too much. For the
most part, she just wanted to be left alone.
This didn’t change even in the face of bad news. When their mother sat them down and
explained that she had ovarian cancer, Lenore just wanted to be left alone. She sat quietly and
listened to her mom explain her treatment plan, nodding and saying she understood, and chose to
believe her when she said she had the best doctors and would be doing everything she could to
stay with them. Then, while her father sat next to her mother, trying not to cry, and Beatrice
began to openly sob, she asked if she could be excused from the table. Her father only got
partway through her name before she stood up and took off.
Beatrice either didn’t understand or didn’t care about Lenore’s desire to be by herself. A
few minutes later, she did something she never did. She went up to Lenore’s bedroom and
knocked on the door.
“Can I come in?” she called, after thirty seconds of knocking rendered her no reply.
Lenore didn’t answer her. Maybe she could pretend to be asleep.
“I’m coming in.”
God dammit.
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Beatrice pushed the door open and, with the hesitation of someone walking into a lions’
den, stepped over the threshold into her room. Her face was still wet and stained with tears, her
pale skin blotchy.
“Are you okay?” she asked, after a pause that felt far too long to be acknowledged.
Lenore scoffed, not looking at her. “If I say yes, you’ll think I’m a monster.”
“So… you are okay?”
“I didn’t say that.”
She was sitting at her desk, rarely used for anything except as a place to toss her stuff that
wasn’t on the floor. Still unable to bring herself to look at Beatrice, she picked up a pen and
fiddled with it, tapping it against the surface.
Tick tickticktick tick tick. The noise was like a clock unable to keep time properly. Or
maybe just a really bad attempt at Morse code.
“What are we gonna do?” Beatrice asked quietly, and Lenore finally looked towards her.
She stood in the doorway, hugging her arms, staring at the floor. Her eyes, dark green, just like
their mother’s, were full of tears again.
“Nothing.” She shrugged. “I mean… you heard Mom. She’s already seeing somebody,
and they’re going to do something about it, not us. There isn’t anything we can do.”
“I mean, I know we aren’t gonna be able to fix cancer,” she said, in a tone that suggested
she would’ve been willing to give it a try if Lenore had suggested it. “But there’s gotta be
something we can do, right? We can’t just do nothing.”
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“It’s better than being in the way.”
“How would we be in the way?”
“I just… I think if she wants us to do anything, she’ll just tell us. If she’s not doing that,
we should just leave her alone and let her deal with this however she likes. Not try and read her
mind.”
Lenore’s attempts at intuiting other people’s emotions tended to be fruitless, unless they
were like Beatrice, wearing them on their sleeve. Sometimes she felt like everyone else was
speaking a secret second language. It was much safer for her to stick to what was explicit.
A huff escaped Beatrice, before she said, “I’m gonna look some stuff up. We should help
her. Let me know if you change your mind.” And then she left.
The next day at school, Beatrice made another unprecedented visit, this one to Lenore’s
locker, offering her a spot at her usual lunch table. Lenore declined in favor of eating in her usual
spot on the bleachers, far enough away from everyone else that no one actually tried to engage
her in conversation. She wasn’t much of a talker to begin with, and right then, talking was the
absolute last thing she wanted to do.
Part of her was, though she’d never admit it, afraid that if someone asked how she was,
she might do the obscenely stupid thing and actually tell them.
Sooner or later, she realized, word would get out that their mom had cancer. If nothing
else, Beatrice’s friends would tell their parents, who would tell their friends, who would tell
someone else, and it’d be all over school. And then there’d be questions and stares and teachers
asking how they could help. She didn’t want any of them to help. She didn’t want there to be a
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situation that required help. She wanted to go to bed and wake up to find this was all some
dream, that this wasn’t happening. That her mom wasn’t dying.
Don’t be so dramatic. No one said “dying,” she harshly reminded herself, shoving a
granola bar into her mouth and watching a bird land on a bench a few feet ahead of her, picking
at the remains of a slice of cafeteria pizza someone had left behind.
It was true. No one had said the d-word. It was strange, she realized, that Beatrice hadn’t
brought it up right away. Normally she wanted to know all the information there was in the
world about a situation, so she could freak out accordingly.
Maybe she had, after Lenore had gone to her room. Or maybe, if their mom really was
dying, even Beatrice had decided she’d rather not know. Not yet.
In the end, it took even less time than Lenore had thought for the news to get out.
Someone who went to the same church as a teacher who had a daughter who went to school with
them caught wind of their mother’s diagnosis, and, well, that was that. People asked them
questions and offered help, but when Lenore had few responses outside of “I don’t know,”
“We’re dealing with it,” and “You’d have to ask Mom,” concerned parties tended to flock mostly
towards Beatrice, who seemed more than glad to talk.
As the months dragged on and eventually turned into two years, people outside of
Beatrice’s friends seemed to forget all about it, which was just in time for things at home to get
worse.
After a surgery and four futile rounds of chemotherapy, Gina Hubbard put her foot down
and said she’d rather slip away peacefully and at home than be miserable and chained to a
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hospital bed by IVs. Her husband argued with her, so passionately in fact, that this was how
Beatrice and Lenore found out. The argument, which had begun in whispers, eventually rose in
emotion and volume alike without either parent realizing it—or realizing that both of their
daughters had emerged from their bedrooms and were hovering at the top of the stairs to find out
what was going on.
By that point, the lower floor of the Hubbard family home had become a mini-hospital.
When she wasn’t undergoing chemo, Gina was allowed to remain at home, on the conditions that
she took it easy and had help. Her husband, Neil, normally worked long hours at an investment
firm that, at that point, hadn’t yet been caught in the middle of an embezzlement scandal.
However, as her illness had worsened, he’d started taking weeks off at a time, hiring a
housekeeper to come in once a week to keep the place functioning while he focused on keeping
his wife alive.
Beatrice and Lenore found themselves standing at the top of the stairs at the same time,
and exchanged a look. Holding a finger to her lips, Lenore tore her gaze away first, pricking her
ears so she could hear what their parents were saying.
“This isn’t working, Neil,” Gina said. “I’m sick, I’m tired, I’m in pain all the time.”
“I know—” Their father began to speak, but she cut him off.
“No, you don’t know. You can’t know. I want to sleep all day, I can’t eat without puking,
I can barely stand on my own. I barely see the girls because I’m either at the doctor or too
exhausted to see anybody.”
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“But that’s why you have to keep pushing through.” Lenore knelt down to peer through
the banister, and she could just barely see into the living room, where her mom was sitting on the
couch. Before, the entire family would pile onto that couch to watch TV or eat dinner together,
on the rare occasions when they got takeout and Gina didn’t insist that they sit at the table like
civilized people. Now, it functioned as a makeshift hospice bed, with blankets and pillows, so
Gina wouldn’t have to ask for help upstairs in order to take a nap. Their dad was kneeling in
front of her, reaching for her hands, looking up at her. “You have to keep fighting so you can see
them, so you can be here as they grow up!”
Behind her, Lenore heard Beatrice draw in a sharp breath, which went unnoticed by their
parents.
“Don’t you think I want that?” Her voice was ragged and exhausted. “If I thought there
was a real chance this was doing any good at all, I’d keep trying. But I’m already Stage III, and
nothing’s gotten better. It’s gotten worse, if anything, and I just…” She sighed. “I’m sorry. But
I’ve made my decision. I’m done.”
Neil probably said something in reply, and they probably kept arguing for an hour after
that, but Lenore wouldn’t know. She rose to her feet, so quickly she began to get dizzy, and
pushed past Beatrice to disappear back down the hall, retreating into her room. A couple minutes
after she closed the door and collapsed on her bed, she heard Beatrice’s footsteps retreating as
well. For a moment, she was afraid she would try to come in her room and to talk about it, but
luckily, she didn’t. Beatrice’s door closed with a click a second later.
Five days later, Neil apparently accepted his wife’s decision—or, Lenore suspected,
decided to stop arguing with her and hope she’d change her mind later. They broke the news to
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their daughters after watching a movie and having a dinner of takeout Chinese food, and the
twins did an admirable job of pretending they hadn’t already known for nearly a week.
Less than three months later, Gina Hubbard died at home, on a rare day when she’d
persuaded her husband to go into work. Beatrice was at school, and most days, Lenore would’ve
been, too, but she’d woken up sneezing and with a raw throat.
She spent the entire morning knocked out from the cold medicine, but had woken up and
come downstairs for lunch when she found her. She had been asleep, too, drifted off watching
TV on the couch. The Young and the Restless had just started when Lenore realized she couldn’t
hear Gina snoring.
“Mom?”
Slowly, quietly, she crept into the living room. Grabbing the remote, she hit “mute” just
as the first scene began on the TV, and listened for snoring, for breathing, for anything at all.
Even when she didn’t hear anything, she didn’t move or speak again right away. They’d had a
scare before, when Neil had woken her up the middle of the night because she was being
unusually quiet, and he panicked. Lenore didn’t want to panic. She wouldn’t be the one to ruin
her rest.
But there was quiet… and then there was this.
“Mom.”
After no response came, and her mother failed to move or make any noise, she decided to
try giving her a little nudge. Then a big nudge. And then, a shout.
“Mom!”
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But there was nothing. And Lenore didn’t exactly need to be a doctor to guess why.
It was a while before she moved. At first, she’d simply stood there, hands hovering over
her mother but not quite touching her. She didn’t want to find out how cold she’d already gotten.
Lenore had been unsure of who to call. Who did you call when there was a dead body on the
couch?
Dead body, she thought, with a cold wave of nausea rolling over her. Her mom was now
a dead body. No longer a who, but an it. “She” died at least twenty minutes ago. “It” was now on
the couch, and Lenore had absolutely no idea what she was supposed to do. So she called her
father, and spent a miserable twenty minutes waiting for him to come home. She didn’t want to
sit on the couch, for obvious reasons, so she sat on the floor, watching the show play out with no
sound. Somehow, turning the sound back on felt like it would cross the line into outright
disrespect.
The funeral was well-attended and lovely. People spoke highly of Gina, telling stories of
her good heart and good humor, praising her for remaining optimistic and compassionate and
determined all the way up until the bitter end. As one of her high school classmates stood before
everyone else at the reception, a glass of wine in hand as she cried, toasting to her deceased
friend’s endless inner strength, Lenore felt an unpleasant twisting in the bottom of her stomach
that she couldn’t quite explain. Glancing to Beatrice, she saw that her sister was crying. That was
no surprise; she’d been crying ever since she got the news that their mother was dead. But what
was a surprise was that, as the words “never stopped fighting” were said for what must’ve been
the tenth time that day, the shadow of a scowl flickered across Beatrice’s face. Just for a
moment, but she was sure she’d seen it.
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They’d taken a seat at a table in the back of the reception hall. Neil was sitting alone on
the end, nursing a drink and not talking to anyone, and most people seemed more interested in
the impromptu eulogies than hovering over the family. After glancing around to make sure no
one was looking their way, Lenore leaned over and muttered into her sister’s ear.
“Guess she never told anyone else she was quitting chemo, huh? Think we should correct
them?”
This was met by a sharp jab to the ribs by Beatrice’s elbow. “Be respectful,” she hissed
back.
“Feels like telling the truth would be more respectful than letting people stand around and
lie.”
“Mom didn’t tell anyone for a reason.” She wiped at her eyes with the sleeve of her
cardigan, to no avail. “Besides, it’s better to let people think anything good came of this.
Otherwise, it’s just too depressing.”
“A funeral? Depressing? Yeah, you’re right, that’d be too much.”
Beatrice let out a noise that could’ve been a snort of repressed laughter, or a stifled sob.
Maybe both.
Lenore continued. “I think they can take it. They didn’t have their mom die on them.
They don’t have to go home to the Death Couch.”
Beatrice rolled her still-teary eyes. “Can you quit calling it that?” she whispered.
“Absolutely not.”
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The funeral was supposed to provide closure, according to the school counselor, who
she’d been forced to see twice already. But sitting in a room listening to people tell half-true
stories filled with phony positivity, unable to tell them what really happened, hadn’t helped at all.
And the only person who absolutely understood the truth of what had happened was no longer
around to speak for herself.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Lenore arrived at Quicky’s, the unfortunately named convenience store that had
employed her for about a year, three minutes before her shift started. According to the poster
Roger, the store’s manager, had put up in the break room, this made her late. The poster, which
was laminated and garishly colored, screamed the virtues of a perfect minimum wage robot,
accompanied by a picture of Quicky’s mascot, a neon green alligator, wearing star-shaped
sunglasses and giving a thumbs up.
Don’t just be an employee! Be a SUPERSTAR!
Smiling!
U-phoric!
Pre-punctual!
Easy to get along with!
Responsible!
Sarcasm-free!
Thankful!
Able!
Ready to work holidays!
Remember, a SUPERSTAR is valued by employers, coworkers, and customers alike! A
SUPERSTAR is a gift to the community! A SUPERSTAR will go far in the company!
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The first time she’d seen the poster, Lenore had asked what “pre-punctual” even meant.
When Roger explained to her that a SUPERSTAR was so punctual, they considered being on
time to be late and early to be on time, she thought, for the first but definitely not the last time, I
hate this place.
Luckily, Roger wasn’t scheduled to come in for an hour after her, so he wasn’t around to
reprimand her for showing up on time to work. After throwing on her mucus-green apron over
her jeans and t-shirt, she hastily pushed her hair up into a ponytail for her shift. When she put her
hair up, she could see the roots. She, like both her father and sister, had naturally jet-black hair.
Beatrice simply chopped it off the second she had to comb it, but Lenore liked it long, and had
been bleaching it blonde on and off since middle school. Back in school, when money was good,
she’d gone to a salon to get it done professionally, going perfectly platinum blonde all over.
Now, she did it in her apartment, damaging both the carpet and, if she was being honest,
probably also her hair in the process, leaving the coloring uneven.
Would her hair fall out?
The question struck her as she walked out onto the shop floor, and suddenly, she was
frozen in place as images of herself, bald and skinny and sallow-skinned flashed through her
mind. Then she realized she wasn’t picturing herself—she was remembering how Mom looked
towards the end. After she quit the chemo, her hair had begun to grow back.
For the low, low cost of dying, Lenore thought, and she shuddered.
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“Hey!” She blinked, and found her coworker Marty snapping his fingers in front of her
face. She swatted his hand away, giving him her most withering look. “Come on, help me
restock the soda.”
“Don’t snap at me, I’m not a dog,” she said, but she followed him anyway.
As they loaded cans of everything caffeinated and sugary under the sun into the coolers,
Marty hummed along to the radio. He was about twenty years older than Lenore, and had been at
Quicky’s longer than anyone, including Roger. Hell, he’d been there since before it was a
Quicky’s. When Sun-E-Mart went out of business, the new owners changed the sign, the prices,
and the company policy re: breeding lizards in the bathroom (it was now prohibited), but they’d
kept Marty. He’d persuaded Roger to keep him on before the store re-opened by demonstrating
that he was the sole person alive who actually knew how to work the building’s thermostat. Why
he went to the effort of keeping such a lousy job was unclear to Lenore, but he seemed genuinely
content. Customer service just suited him, she supposed.
Lenore made minimum wage, and it was barely enough to pay for the shoebox she lived
in. The first apartment she’d ever rented had been far nicer than her current one. She’d been
eager to move out of the house after finishing high school, get some space from the constant
weight of her mother’s death, and her father had helped out with rent back then. But after his
arrest, both his income and the house in which she’d grown up had been lost, and Lenore and
Beatrice were left floundering, each having to cut expenses severely in order to get by.
Her lifestyle was already pretty Spartan. How, exactly, she was going to scale back
enough to pay for surgery or chemo or whatever was a mystery. Quicky’s didn’t offer health
insurance to anyone except management. She’d probably have to give up internet, maybe TV,
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too. Sell her furniture. Take on extra hours. Get a second job. Sell a kidney. Hold up a grocery
store. Raid the cash register here.
“Do you think Roger would give me some extra shifts?” she asked.
Marty looked over to her, eyebrows raised. “That you, Lenore?” He squinted at her. “Or
am I finally meeting this twin you told me about?”
“I told you, we’re fraternal. I want to pick up more hours, at least for a while.”
“Saving up for something? That piece of shit car finally die on you?”
“God, don’t even joke about that. That’s the last thing I need.” She groaned, shifting her
position. Kneeling on the linoleum floor for more than a few minutes at a time was not good for
her. Twenty-four felt like far too young an age to have knee problems, but it also felt like far too
young an age to have cancer, so what did she know? “Just some bills, is all.”
“Good luck. He’s being really strict with the overtime lately. I mean, this is the guy who
tries to get us to clock out for bathroom breaks.”
Roger arrived about forty minutes later, entering the store with all the dignity and
presence of a walrus on rollerblades. He was a short, pink-faced man with his green manager’s
polo shirt impeccably pressed, and he was glaring directly at Lenore.
“You’re slouching.”
“Good afternoon to you, too,” she muttered, elbows on the counter.
It had been a slow shift so far; only one tourist had wandered in for a slushie, and he
hadn’t even replied to the obligatory Hi, how are you? Did you find everything okay? spiel
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delivered to him by Marty. They wouldn’t start seeing a lot of traffic in here until just before
dinnertime, so Lenore had been killing time by counting the cracks in the floor. It hadn’t changed
from yesterday.
“Stand up,” Roger said, and she reluctantly obeyed, stretching out her back and
shoulders. “There we go. You can’t expect to sell anything if someone comes in and sees you
hunched over like you work in a belltower. Great employees are ready at all times, standing up
straight so they’re prepared to greet whoever comes in the door!”
“So in other words,” she said, “a great employee is a straight employee?”
He squinted at her. “Not answering that,” he finally said. “I know a lawsuit when I hear
one.”
“Worth a try.”
“Honestly, it’s like you don’t even want to get promoted to part time weekend shift
manager.”
She exchanged a look with Marty, who excused himself to check the toilet paper supply
in the bathroom. Now was her chance.
“Well, I’ve actually been thinking about taking on more responsibilities,” she said
carefully. “Maybe picking up more shifts?”
He didn’t pause to consider, or even take a breath after she finished her sentence. “No can
do, Lenore. You can work the shifts you have, but I can’t go assigning any extras all willy-nilly.”
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“Please?” she asked. “If I’m stuck in the same place, how am I supposed to prove I’m
serious and get promoted, like you said?”
“That’s a figure of speech. You’re fine where you are.”
“Even one extra shift a week would be better than—”
“The answer is ‘no.’” He came behind the counter with her and handed her a dishrag and
a spray bottle. “If you want to show me your work ethic, go clean something. If you have time to
lean—”
“I have time to clean,” she finished through gritted teeth. The old catchphrase was one of
Roger’s favorites. He had a tendency to bark it at anybody who looked too relaxed or bored at
work, no matter how spotless the place was. Lenore had figured he hadn’t come up with it
himself, and, out of curiosity one night, Googled the phrase to see who he’d stolen it from. The
founder of McDonald’s was on her permanent shitlist as a result.
As she made a token effort to wipe down the already-dusted counter, Lenore let herself
get lost in thought. The job market had never been kind to her; few places were interested in
hiring someone with half a communications degree, and those that were tended to want someone
better with people than she was. Quicky’s would hire almost anyone who could legally sell
alcohol, and had such a high turnover rate that she was able to keep her job mostly by virtue of
not quitting yet. Marty and Roger were her only coworkers that had stuck around longer than
nine months.
She didn’t know how much extra money she’d need, but it would definitely be more than
she could make here. If Roger wouldn’t give her any extra shifts, then maybe she should start
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looking for a second job. She knew she was unlikely to find anything that paid much better than
this, but maybe she could squeeze in a waitressing job. Or maybe she should just do the truly
American thing and take out a loan she’d never be able to pay back.
If she died, they wouldn’t be able to harass her for payments.
Lenore scrubbed harder and harder, and got madder and madder. The madder she got, the
harder she scrubbed, until she was threatening to take the paint off the counter. She didn’t realize
her mood was showing on her face until Roger walked in from the back.
“Lenore!” His voice shattered her thoughts midsentence, which only made her blood
pressure rise. “You’ve got customers.”
She looked up, and was startled to see that a couple people had walked in and shopped
without her noticing, and they were now standing there, waiting for her so they could check out.
They were both making an obvious effort to stay a couple feet away from the obviously pissedoff, vigorously cleaning woman, eyes apprehensive. Blushing, she stowed away the rag and
spray bottle and quickly rang up their items, mumbling sheepish apologies for not having served
them sooner. As soon as they left, Roger rounded on her.
“I know I said to clean something, but that is no excuse to ignore paying customers!
What if they’d left?”
“I know,” she said quickly. “I’m sorry. I just… I’m sorry, I’m not feeling well, I wasn’t
thinking.”
He leaned away from her. “You contagious?”
She sighed. “No.”
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“Oh.” A sigh of relief escaped him. “Then you can stay and finish your shift. That’s good
news.”
“Yup.” She forced her face into a grimace of a smile. “Super.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
When Lenore was fourteen, she discovered her mother had cancer. Two days after that
conversation, she’d gotten dragged into the security office at MaxiMart, the local big box store,
and shouted at for attempting to shoplift. It hadn’t even been anything she wanted, much less
anything expensive. A ball of yarn, of all things. Cheap, baby blue yarn that some of her
mother’s friends used in their craft projects. Lenore had no interest in knitting or crochet, and
wasn’t sure when she’d decided to steal it, or why. She just knew she’d walked about six inches
out the door, set off the security alarm, been stopped and told to empty her pockets and
backpack, and had thought to herself, How exactly did I think this was gonna turn out?
They decided it wasn’t worth pressing charges against a high schooler for three dollars’
worth of yarn, but she was banned from the store for six months and they made her tell them her
parents’ phone numbers. Her father was, even at that point, too preoccupied with her mother to
care much about anything else, and had promised the security guard and manager that she’d get a
stern talking-to when they got home. No such talking-to ever occurred, and if he told Mom what
happened, she didn’t let on, either.
When she was sixteen, she learned, against her parents’ will, that her mother had decided
to quit chemotherapy and just get on with dying. A week later, during a long weekend where her
mother was asleep most of the time and her father was hovering over her, the twins free to amuse
themselves however they liked, Lenore had gotten drunk for the first of two times in her life. It
wasn’t like the movies; she wasn’t in a frat house or in a classmate’s basement, surrounded by
people telling her to chug, chug, chug! She wasn’t held upside-down with a funnel in her mouth,
and certainly no one pressured her into it. She’d simply found a tourist who was willing to buy
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her a six-pack for twenty bucks, then taken it home and decided, rather on a whim, to see if she
could get through it all in one night while she watched some Netflix. After three of them, she’d
had to use the bathroom, and attempted to stand up, only to find she couldn’t stay steady on her
feet.
Her first thought had been, Huh. I guess that means I’m drunk.
Her second thought was, Is that really all it took?
Her third thought was, I am going to vomit.
And then she did.
Beatrice had come running at the noise. To her credit, she didn’t rat her out, and helped
her clean up. She did dump the remaining three beers down the sink, but she was also kind
enough to dispose of the evidence by tossing the case and bottles in a neighbor’s garbage can.
Their parents didn’t notice her; Mom had been having a particularly bad day, and their father
was too preoccupied with hovering by her side and asking what she needed to take note of what
was going on upstairs. As she tucked a thoroughly miserable Lenore into bed, Beatrice had
closed the curtains for her before whispering in her ear, “If you do this again, I’m telling Mom
and Dad, lightweight.”
After their mother had actually died, Lenore had cut class nearly two full weeks. She and
Beatrice had been given a few days off, but when the time finally came to face everyone, she
couldn’t do it. At first because she couldn’t bear the thought of seeing everyone’s pitying,
worried faces, or hearing her teachers’ questions about how she was. Then, to see if she could
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keep getting away with it. After that, it was mostly because she didn’t want to have to explain
where she’d been for the last several days.
She was eventually caught, of course, and by all rights, probably should’ve gotten an inschool suspension out of it, if not summer school. But the dead mom card was a powerful thing,
and she’d gotten off with a stern lecture and two weeks’ worth of lunchtime detentions, which
gave her plenty of time to catch up on the missed homework.
Her dad never mentioned it.
The second time Lenore ever got drunk was the day she found out she had cancer. After
she finished her shift at Quicky’s, still fuming at Roger and Florida’s minimum wage and her
doctor and her own stupid body for not doing what it was supposed to. It had two simple jobs.
“Keep things running and also don’t kill me while you’re at it.” How hard was that?
She had a bottle of red wine in the cupboard. It had been a gift from Beatrice and her
girlfriend when she’d moved into this place, but she hadn’t touched it until now. She’d been
saving it for the right occasion.
At the time, she’d imagined “the right occasion” would be something like a promotion, or
a proposal, or, hell, even paying off her car loans would’ve been nice. But “you have cancer and
your finances are going to be boned six ways to Sunday” felt like a pretty good excuse, too.
Collapsing onto the couch with the bottle and the single wine glass she actually owned, she
flipped on some reality television, and set out to try and forget how miserable she was.
Three glasses later, Lenore was still miserable, but now she was miserable and dizzy,
which somehow felt like an improvement. She was back to thinking about the possibility of
34

chemotherapy, and how she’d look if all her hair came out. Well, “thinking” may have been a
generous term for what was going on inside of her head at that point. It was more like her brain
was steering a leaky ship through a growing fog, hoping the first thing it crashed into wasn’t a
terrible idea.
She’d gone with her mom to a few chemo sessions. She hadn’t been able to drive yet, so
she was effectively useless, but Mom insisted it was nice to have the moral support.
The chemicals had made her look almost skeletal, clumps of hair coming out when she
took a shower, and eventually, she had a friend of hers shave it off entirely, as Lenore found out
when she and her sister got home from school one day to find their mother almost entirely bald.
“You look… different,” Beatrice had said, before she caught herself and added: “Like the
woman from Fury Road.”
Lenore didn’t know if the buzzcut made their mom look like an action star, but she did
agree that she looked different. She looked thoroughly unlike herself.
Frankly, she looked like a cancer patient, and that bothered Lenore. She knew it was
stupid that it bothered her, and probably really selfish, but it did. And the idea that she might
look like a cancer patient bothered her, too. She could remember all too well the “oh, you poor
dear” looks and comments Mom would get in public, and how much they’d made her want to
puke at the time. The way you could feel the air go out of a room the second someone spotted
her and realized she was sick, the way people hovered around her, desperate to be told they could
be helpful. The way they’d watch her, as if they were both afraid and expecting to see her die
right there in front of them.
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The last thing Lenore needed was for people to watch her.
Maybe, she thought, if she got her hair cut before anyone knew she was sick, no one
would realize what was going on for a while longer. Yes. Yes! That was an excellent idea.
Supercuts was probably closed at this time off night, but who needed Supercuts when you
had kitchen shears? She took another sip of wine.
She was quite possibly the smartest woman alive.
Lenore’s hair, when she didn’t put it up, hung down to her ribcage. The first cut was
hesitant, only taking off about three inches of one lock, but once she saw it fall to the kitchen
floor, she thought to herself, well, in for a penny, in for a pound. The next cuts were rapid and
uneven, taking off whatever strands of hair she could reach. She didn’t have any idea of what she
was doing, so she just kept going until she scarcely had enough hair left to grasp in her fingers.
If this was where she stopped for the night, if this was where she switched to water and
decided to watch The Bachelor until she fell asleep, it would’ve been, overall, a pretty mild
reaction to bad news. At least compared to how she’d taken things in the past.
But Lenore wasn’t tired, and as she shoved the kitchen shears back into the drawer and
slammed it shut, she realized she’d begun to sweat. Bringing a hand to her cheek, she found that
her face was flushed and probably bright red. Blearily, she looked around, before going to the
kitchen window, leaning over the sink, and trying with all her might to push it up. No luck. It
was stuck, or jammed, or something. (In the morning, she would spot the lock that had been
there for months, and, strangely enough, hadn’t vanished for her convenience.)
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So, she decided to get some fresh air outside. And, hell, there was no law saying the night
had to be over just because she was drunk and nearly everything was closed. In the part of town
near the hotels, there were plenty of 24-hour businesses. There’d be something to do.
She decided to start with the big box store that had kicked up a fuss just because she stole
one cheap-ass ball of yarn as a teenager. She hadn’t been back in that location since then. Out of
what she called karma and what Beatrice called petty revenge, she refused to buy from them.
But she was pretty sure she’d seen enough shoplifters in her time at Quicky’s to have
better luck with it than she had eight years ago.
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CHAPTER SIX
Beatrice Hubbard had been called many things over the course of her twenty-four years.
Outgoing, type A, assertive, proactive, and helpful were among the nicest. But she’d also been
called pushy, annoying, overinvolved, controlling, and insufferable. Often by the exact same
people.
The term she preferred for herself was “solutions-focused.” It was what she put on all her
job applications, and it was a philosophy that had served her well in life. If a problem became
evident, she wouldn’t rest until it was in the process of being solved. And if there was even the
possibility of a problem, she wouldn’t rest until she’d taken every measure to prepare herself and
raised her defenses before the shit hit the fan. When she’d been in her freshman year of college,
plenty of students had suffered fits of anxiety and panic as they adjusted to their new
surroundings. Beatrice was no different. Living away from home was scary, and even a good
student like herself could have trouble getting comfortable in higher education.
But how many of her classmates could say they’d arrived on campus with a detailed
checklist they’d made for themselves, preemptively preparing for their breakdowns by writing up
a guide of how to handle it? How many could say they’d already purchased all the best books
about handling this sort of thing, and that they’d already scouted out the best therapists in the
area that took their insurance? They could scramble for the limited, semi-monthly appointments
with the school’s guidance counselors and frantically call home asking how they were ever going
to get through this. She already knew how she was going to get through this, and no one gave her
better advice than she could give herself.
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Beatrice took quite a lot of pride in her skill at handling a crisis, which drove her sister
more than a little crazy. Even back when their mom had gotten sick, Beatrice had been
developing a forty-step plan for dealing with it before the surgery was even scheduled, and
Lenore had wanted absolutely no part of it.
“Just stay out of Mom’s way and let her do whatever she needs to do,” Lenore would say,
giving Beatrice two instructions that they both knew she absolutely could not follow. Stay out of
the way? How did anything ever get solved by staying out of the way?
(In a sci-fi adventure series, Beatrice would absolutely be that one crewmember aboard
the heroes’ spaceship who’s always ignoring the rule about not interfering with matters on other
planets. If she saw any seven-eyed, purple-blooded, venom-spitting aliens with a problem, she’d
be making first contact just so she could help them solve it. One has to imagine this would get
her tossed out of the airlock by her captain eventually, which is why she was lucky she lived in
the real world and Lenore wasn’t that committed, no matter how many times she said, “I’m
going to murder you.”)
Beatrice knew Lenore thought she was pushy, but that was ridiculous. She could totally
be helpful without being pushy. Just to prove it, she never brought up her forty-step plan to her
mom even once. Nor did she bring up the six-inch binder she dedicated to her notes and research
on ovarian cancer and everything she, a fourteen-year-old who technically had no training or
qualifications, could do to make this better. Instead, she was subtle, leaving pamphlets and
printed-out articles about potential treatment and recovery plans on the kitchen table, casually
dropping the name of world-renowned oncologists and their ideas into conversation.
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“And how exactly has that been going for you?” Lenore asked, when Beatrice proudly
explained this to her on the walk home from school one day.
“Great. I’m helping!”
“Are you? I mean, has Mom said she finds any of this helpful?”
“Well…” She faltered, stumbling over a few half-words before admitting, “She actually
hasn’t mentioned it.”
Lenore gave her a sidelong glance. “And you think you’re helping, why?”
“She hasn’t said I’m not.”
“Probably because she doesn’t have the energy.”
Beatrice flushed, and didn’t say anything. She kicked a rock and watched it fly across the
sidewalk, and wished she could kick away the sense of doubt creeping up within her just as
easily. She didn’t like doubt as a concept, and she especially didn’t like feeling it. She preferred
to know exactly where she stood on all things. Whether or not something was the right thing,
whether or not somebody liked her, whether or not something was possible. Gray area was where
people made mistakes and got hurt. It was much safer in the realm of the black and white, the
yeses and the nos.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, Beatrice had never done well with religion, and generally
preferred not to grapple with the existential. When a friend, after her mother’s death, had asked if
she believed in Heaven, she hadn’t known how to answer, being unable to honestly commit
either way. “I don’t know” was what she said, and she didn’t like it. If someone would just get
on with it and prove what happened, then she’d be interested.
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“I know this whole research project thing is how you deal with stuff,” Lenore said after a
pause. “Which is cool, when it’s your stuff.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, has it ever occurred to you that your way won’t work for everyone?”
“No,” she said.
Lenore had only rolled her eyes in reply, and they’d walked the rest of the home in
silence, the only sound coming from the occasional cry of birds in the trees that lined their path.
The neighborhood they’d grown up in was nice, brick houses made to stand up to hurricanes
adorned with perfect green lawns and flowering plants. The silence was much more what
Beatrice was used to, and she told herself it was for the best. She didn’t need a constant critic
hovering by her ear, telling her she was only making things worse, and she didn’t need to be
distracted from the matter at hand by a stupid sisterly rivalry.
Things were generally better between her and Lenore now. Just about the only good thing
to come of their father’s arrest was that it’d forced them to talk more. Beatrice had gone across
state for college while Lenore chose a school just outside of town, but they’d barely gotten
settled in, had just completed a single semester, when all hell broke loose with their father. He’d
been caught red-handed for embezzlement. He’d at least had the good sense to take a plea deal,
so there wasn’t a public trial, but that was a cold comfort. With Mom gone and Dad in prison,
they were left with the uncomfortable realization that, in terms of a family, all the sisters had left
was each other.
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Lenore dropped half her classes when her grades began slipping after the arrest, but
Beatrice kept pushing through at full speed. She had a schedule, and besides, she really liked her
major. Economics. Math was kind to Beatrice. Once you understood the roadmap, it was all
smooth sailing. But even as she kept at her studies, she made a point to reach out to her sister at
least once a week, just to ask how she was. And, to her astonishment, Lenore actually reached
back, and told her what was going on. The two commiserated over how their father’s arrest, and
the sudden lack of his financial support, was hitting them hard. Both had had to pick up jobs in
addition to school, and both were dreading the day they could no longer live in the dorms and
would have to find places to rent.
When the semester ended, Beatrice mentioned that she’d be spending the summer in her
high school friend’s apartment, and suggested she and Lenore get dinner when she was back in
town. To her surprise, she agreed.
Now that Beatrice had graduated and lived in Blairville again, the sisters saw each other
semi-frequently. They had no overlapping friends—so far as she could tell, Lenore had no close
friends at all—so whenever they got together, it was almost always just them. She’d never asked
Lenore what brought on her sudden willingness to talk more, but she suspected she knew.
Everything had changed after Mom died and they left high school and got started with their adult
lives, and Dad’s arrest had blown the last shred of normalcy to smithereens. When you felt that
uneasy and untethered, you were grateful for any familiar face, even if it was the sister that you
were never really close to.
Still, Beatrice liked to think their relationship was changed enough to be held up by
something other than familiarity and proximity. That was why, when her phone began buzzing in
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the middle of the night, she was simultaneously irritated and a little glad when she saw that it
was a call from Lenore. There was a time when she’d be dead last on her sister’s “call to help me
move a body” list, which was annoying because she’d probably be able to make it so they’d
never get caught.
“Yeah?” She yawned, sitting up in bed and rubbing her eyes. Next to her, her girlfriend,
Katie, rolled over onto her stomach and pulled a pillow over her head, groaning.
“HEY BEATRICE CAN YOU HEAR ME IT’S SORT OF LOUD WHERE I AM I
CAN’T HEAR YOU CAN YOU HEAR ME?!”
She held the phone away from her ear, cringing as Katie mumbled from under the pillow,
“Oh, God, just hang up.”
“I can hear you,” she said. “I think Spain can you hear you.”
“OKAY AWESOME I’M LIKE RIGHT OUTSIDE A STRIP CLUB AND THE MUSIC
HERE IS SUPER LOUD! IT’S LIKE GOD HAVE SOME CONSIDERATION YOU’RE
GONNA BLOW OUT SOMEONE’S EARDRUMS WITH THAT SHIT!”
“Lenore, shh. Inside voice. Why are you calling me so late?”
“I JUST—” She caught herself, and lowered her voice to a slightly more reasonable
volume. “I just was thinking about you is all! Also it’s a suuuuuper long walk home and it is not
happening in these flip-flops.”
Beatrice frowned. “Are you drunk?”
“Is three glasses of wine enough to get you drunk?”
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“Yes.”
“Then, yes! Lissen, can you give me a ride? I got kicked off the bus an’ I don’t have
money for Uber.”
Katie was still burrowed beneath the pillows and blankets, silently fuming at having been
woken up. Beatrice glanced at the clock. It was past two in the morning, meaning her shift at
work started in less than six hours, and she couldn’t be late. That was no way to get promoted.
Her economics degree, which was supposed to be her ticket to a good job, was useless when
paired with her sharing a last name with a known embezzler. In order to compensate for years of
planning being rendered useless through no fault of her own, she’d not only accepted a job at a
children’s play place, but vowed to be the best worker they’d ever had, and find a way to manage
that way. She could make it work; she had to.
The idea of hanging up and going back to sleep was deeply, deeply tempting.
Still, what was she going to do? Just leave her sister to walk home drunk in the middle of
the night? She sighed, kicking off the blanket and reaching for the dresser drawer, fumbling
around for some clean clothes to throw on.
“Alright, where are you?”
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CHAPTER SEVEN
When Beatrice pulled into the strip club’s parking lot, and she saw her sister standing
under the crackling neon lights with her hair looking like it’d been caught in a lawn mower,
holding a single can of chicken noodle soup and partially covered in a white powder she
sincerely hoped was legal, all she could say was, “Why?”
Lenore shrugged, cringing as she tried to wipe some of the dust off her cheek, which only
spread it around even more.
“Bad day?” Beatrice guessed.
“You don’t even know.”
“Well, come on.” She unlocked the door. “Let’s get you home.”
Lenore climbed into the passenger side, and Beatrice was startled to see that her eyes
were red and damp. She began the drive through the most tourist-heavy area of their already very
tourist-heavy town. As they made their way through the streets, the way was lit by signs from
24-hour businesses, nightclubs and hotels. There were still people, mostly young, dressed in tshirts they bought from schlocky souvenir shops, determined to squeeze every last drop of
vacation they could out of their trip, even if they had to stay up all night to do it.
“I suppose I can’t rat you out,” she said after a long silence. “What with Mom and Dad
being sort of unreachable at the moment.”
Lenore snorted, but said nothing.
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As she pulled onto the freeway, she decided to try and push a little more. “So, what
happened? Your boss being an asshole again?”
Beatrice had only visited Lenore’s place of work once, and had found herself
unimpressed by her employer—and impressed by her sister’s restraint in not murdering the man.
Even for a minimum wage gig, Quicky’s seemed pretty bad.
“Roger’s an asshole every day.”
Another lengthy pause. Traffic was easy, and if she didn’t find a way to get her to start
talking soon, Beatrice would have to drop her off at her apartment before she even found out
what was going on. How was she supposed to help fix this if she didn’t even know what had to
be fixed?
“Should I even ask what that stuff is all over you?”
“Oh, this?” She looked down at herself, shaking a bit of powder off her shirt and onto the
car floor. Beatrice took a couple deep breaths to keep her cool. She was planning to get it
detailed next week, anyway, she reminded herself. “It’s just flour.”
“How’d you get flour on yourself in the middle of the night?”
“It fell of the shelf at MaxiMart. I was gonna put it in my coat but the package fell and
got all over me, so I decided to just bail before anyone spotted me. Grabbed something smaller
and ran out the door.”
“Why would you—? Wait, is that where the can of soup came from?”
“Uh-huh.”
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“Did you pay for it?”
“Uh-uh.”
A couple more deep breaths.
“Lenore, why in God’s name would you do that?” she asked, unable to keep the
exasperation out of the question. “I mean, seriously. A single can of soup? They cost, like,
ninety-nine cents each. Even we can afford that. I know, I’ve been living off canned soup for
about two years.”
“Just wanted to see if I could still do it.”
“You couldn’t do it before! You got caught, remember?”
“Well, I didn’t get caught this time.”
“So you’re a better thief now. Congratulations.”
“Are you mad at me?”
“No!” The deep breath that followed was less for the sake of calming herself down and
more to give herself a couple seconds to think of something civil to say. “I’m just… confused.
Clearly something happened. You never get wasted like this and you haven’t tried anything as
dumb as stealing in ages, and you said you got kicked off the bus, which, I mean, how do you
even do that?”
“There was a guy who was playing his music super loud with no headphones, and I told
him to go fuck himself.”
“Really? The driver kicked you off just for that?”
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“No. The guy with the music yelled back at me and we were screaming, and I tried to
take a swing at him, and then the driver came back to pull me off and told me I had to sit down,
and I told him his mom was a reanimated corpse and that was probably why he was so ugly.”
“…Ah. That would do it.”
“Yeah, apparently so.”
“And does any of this have to do with whatever the hell happened to your hair?”
Lenore reached a hand up to touch the choppy and uneven tresses, cringing. “Is it that
bad? I haven’t gotten to look in a mirror yet.”
“It isn’t good.”
“I did it myself.”
“With what, a weedwhacker?”
“With kitchen shears, dickhead.”
“Was this before or after the three glasses of wine?”
“Guess.”
They continued to drive in silence, Lenore staring out the window as Beatrice drummed
her fingers irritably on the steering wheel. She dug her fingernails into the faux leather, mentally
going through a laundry list of everything that could possibly be bothering her sister this much.
Boyfriend? No, that ended ages ago, and she doubted there was a new guy in the picture. Lenore
barely dated, and it never lasted long when she did. It usually fell apart when things got even
slightly serious; guys were disappointed when they realized Lenore’s preference towards quiet
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and solitude was a personality trait, not an adorable quirk that would be done away with once she
got comfortable.
Could it be money that was upsetting her? She hadn’t mentioned anything about that
recently. Job? Well, maybe, but that seemed to be pretty consistently terrible, so she couldn’t
think of any reason why it would set her off now, unless this was one of those “one more slight
will drive me to a complete mental breakdown” things.
It wasn’t until Beatrice had pulled off the freeway and passed into the residential
neighborhood where Lenore and about a million university students rented apartments that either
of them spoke.
“Beatrice. I’m sick.”
Beatrice whipped her around to stare at her, running a red light for the first and last time
in her life. Her chest felt tight, and it wasn’t until her lungs began to burn that she realized she’d
forgotten to breathe. Forcing her gaze back to the road ahead of her, she inhaled as deeply as she
could possibly manage, which was more like hyperventilation. Lenore still wouldn’t look at her.
Finally, she simply asked, “How bad?”
“Pretty bad.”
Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes, but she blinked them away. This was not the
time or place to break down.
“Is it… what Mom had?”
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“Cancer?” The word itself sent a shudder down Beatrice’s spine, but Lenore said it so
plainly and simply, as if it wasn’t what would possibly kill her. “Yeah. Not the same kind,
though. It’s breast cancer. Stage I.”
She nodded slowly, hoping she was adequately hiding the way her heartrate had
accelerated, thumping violently in her chest. Stage I. There were four stages of breast cancer if
she was remembering correctly. (Back when her mom had been diagnosed, all her research had
been pretty ovarian cancer-centric, but the websites and resources for emotional stuff had had a
lot of overlap between different diagnoses.) Stage I was doable. Stage I, they could figure out.
“How long have you known?”
“Not long. I mean, I got diagnosed this morning—well, yesterday morning now. But I
kinda knew already. I found a lump, went to get it checked out, and… yeah, I kind of figured it
out before they told me officially.”
“So, what’s the plan?”
“I don’t have a plan yet. I do have an oncologist I’m supposed to see. Dr. Patel.”
“Got a first name?”
“Beatrice, I am asking you nicely not to cyberstalk my oncologist before I’ve even met
her.”
“Ah, so she’s a woman. Thank you, that’ll narrow down the Google searches a lot.”
“Oh my God, you’re a nightmare. I refuse to tell you any more.”
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“You don’t need to. There just cannot be that many female cancer doctors named Patel in
the area who take your insurance. Finding her will be easy, and you’ve seen how fast I can work
on a research project—I bet I have a copy of her med school transcript by next week. I wonder if
she’s published anything…”
“Beatrice.” Lenore sat up, glaring at her with as much ferocity as an exhausted, still
partially drunk girl could possibly muster. “This isn’t a research project, it’s a piece of bad news
that I can totally deal with. I am begging you not to freak out.”
“I’m not freaking out.”
“You’re already planning to do a background check on my doctor.”
“What, you think I’m letting you see a second-rate oncologist? Absolutely not.”
“You are not going to let me do anything,” Lenore said. “Because this isn’t up to you.
I’m the one with cancer. Not you. I’m gonna deal with it however I’m gonna deal with it. I don’t
know what my way is gonna be yet, but I know it won’t be like yours. I’m not doing cancer
homework unless my doctor makes me, and I don’t want you to run yourself into the ground
looking for solutions when that is so not your job. This has nothing to do with you.”
“Like hell it has nothing to do with me!” She didn’t mean her words to come out so
sharp, it just happened. “I’m sorry, but I think when someone you love is dealing with something
terrible, the right thing to do is to step in and help. And this is what I do best. Research, game
plans, checklists. This is absolutely my job!”
Lenore looked away, and sighed. “Fine.”
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“Fine.” With that, Beatrice pulled up in front of her sister’s apartment, unlocking the car.
“I’ll call you tomorrow.”
“Fine,” she repeated. And then, with only a hint of reluctance, “Thanks for the ride.”
“Of course.”
As she watched Lenore unlock her front door and disappear into her apartment,
Beatrice’s mind began to work. By the time she was making the drive home, it was a constant,
deafening of buzz of all the different things she needed to do, needed to look up. First thing was
finding out more about Dr. Patel, then she needed to track down every financial aid program in
existence for this kind of thing. Then she needed to curl up in a ball in the shower and have a
good, long cry. After that, it was back to work.
When she got back to the two-room apartment she rented, she was surprised to see Katie
sitting up in bed, reading a book.
“You’re still awake?” She dropped her car keys on the nightstand and climbed into bed,
not bothering to undress. Reaching for her laptop, she began her first of many Google searches:
patel oncologist blairville florida.
“Eh, I knew you’d wake me up again once you came in,” Katie said with a shrug. She
stowed her book on the floor under the bed and started to reach across Beatrice to flick off the
light switch. “C’mon, we gotta sleep. Work. God, if I fall asleep in the middle of someone’s
manicure and fuck up their nails, you tell Lenore that’s on her and I’m coming her for kneecaps.”
“Will do,” Beatrice said, not taking her eyes off the results page. She clicked on the first
link that wasn’t sponsored, about the local hospital’s cancer center.
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“How is she, anyway?” She squinted against the light of the laptop. “And—okay, what is
so important that you can’t wait until morning?” She sat up, and peered over her shoulder. “Dr.
Rea Patel, oncology… Bea, why are you—?” Suddenly, she broke off mid-sentence, her face
falling. “Oh, God.”
Beatrice looked over at her, tired but knowing she wouldn’t be sleeping anytime soon.
“Yeah,” she simply said.
Katie put her arm around her, laying her head on her shoulder. “Oh, baby, I’m so sorry.
I’m so sorry.”
“Thanks.”
“I was only kidding about the kneecaps thing.”
She chuckled, just a little bit. “Yeah, I know.”
“Do you want to talk about it, or… what can I do? I know this is hard, especially with
your mom…”
“I’ll feel like talking later. After I’ve looked some stuff up.”
“Are you sure you don’t wanna lay down, think about this when you have a clear head?”
She shook her head as she read over a list of Dr. Patel’s qualifications. “I won’t have a
clear head until I have a plan.”
Katie let out a breath, and nodded, giving her a squeeze around the shoulders. “Just tell
me what you need me to do.”
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Beatrice didn’t say anything, only turning her head ever-so-slightly to plant a kiss on her
girlfriend’s head before going back to her reading. There was a problem, and she only knew of
one way to ensure it wouldn’t swallow them alive. It was time to get to work.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
“Good morning, everyone, it’s Estelle and I’m so glad to be starting another wonderful
week with all of you!”
In the artificial brightness coming from the ring light, a strawberry blonde woman smiled
widely and waved with both hands, her voice chipper, and each word perfectly enunciated. Her
early videos, back when she filmed without a script and just said whatever came to mind, got lots
of comments telling her to slow down, speak more clearly. Estelle Vernon had, when she was in
school, been sent to speech therapy to help with a stutter, and she still sometimes stumbled over
her words and repeated phrases when she forgot herself. But nowadays, when the camera was on,
however, not a single syllable came out of her mouth that wasn’t carefully thought out and
rehearsed, and she’d do as many takes as it took for it to be perfect. She sat in a bedroom that
was well-kept and very pink, as if it had been decorated by the unholy fusion of Marie Kondo
and Strawberry Shortcake.
“I’ve gotten so many lovely comments from you guys this week, and a lot of you sent in
questions, too. I thought I’d go ahead and answer some of them while I do my makeup and get
ready for the day.”
She held up a cute, baby blue makeup carrier that had been quickly reorganized just
before filming. She’d already put on foundation and eyeliner and pulled back her hair in a
messy-but-not-too-messy bun, but there was an unspoken agreement between vlogger and
audience to uphold the fiction that she would ever actually sit down in front of the camera
completely bare-faced. Maintaining an authentic brand that people actually gave a shit about
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required a certain amount of dishonesty, and Estelle could live with that. No one wanted to see
her with bags under her eyes, uncombed hair, and blotchy skin, anyway.
Once she’d spent hours editing the footage into something halfway presentable and
uploaded it to her account on FundMyLife, the givers who had chosen, out of the countless
creators on the platform, to follow Estelle would get a clean, crisp twenty-minute video. With
bright, cheerful royalty-free music playing in the background, she applied her makeup, having
only chosen to keep in one take when she made a mistake. Having one or two screw-ups in a
video did wonders for audience response, so long as you chose the right screw-ups. Estelle
poking herself in the eye with her mascara brush and going into a cussing tangent that lasted
almost a full minute was swiftly deleted in the editing process. Estelle dropping her lipstick and
letting out a cute “oop!” and bumping the camera as she bent down to get it was kept in.
As she worked, she recited her answers to the three questions she’d decided to answer
this week. Filtering through the messages people sent in for these weekly Q&As was an
unenviable task, one that usually took a few hours as she separated the good from the repetitive
(she got asked what her diagnosis was by a newcomer at least once a month, no matter how
prominently she featured it in her profile), the bad (people who wanted to know how old she
was), and the disgusting (questions about her sexual preferences that shot the moon from “rude”
and landed in “borderline illegal”).
robin_belle_98: Hi, Estelle! I’ve been following you for a couple years now, and I’ve
always admired how positive and happy you are even with everything going on in your life. I
can’t even turn on the news without getting depressed! How can I be more optimistic about my
future?
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“Hey, Robin! Thanks for sticking with me all this time.” It was a bit difficult to talk and
apply blush at the same time, but by now, she was a master. “I know it can be hard to look on the
bright side. Trust me—I had the same problem as you with the news, and my solution to that was
to stop watching the news. I got my own stuff to deal with!” A self-deprecating chuckle. “But
you’re right. I’m overall a pretty happy person, and I know a lot of you will think that comes
naturally to some people and not to others, but honestly, I think anyone can get a similar outlook
if they really put their mind to it and keep practicing. What works for me is, whenever I’m
feeling sad or angry, think of three reasons I’m glad to be alive. They can be big things, like my
little brother or a new Taylor Swift album, or small stuff, like frozen yogurt and Disney movies.
It won’t do any good to focus on all the bad in the world, and the more you focus on it, the more
power you give it. Don’t look at problems as obstacles; look at them as learning opportunities
and think of how you’re going to overcome. Trust me, your outlook will improve. Mine sure did!
Okay, next question—” She set the blush down and reached for her eyeliner.
lightyagamididnothingwrong: I know you mostly talk about your cancer journey on this
channel, but I know you’ve also mentioned your sobriety journey in the past. Do you think you’ll
ever be open to talking more about that? I’m a year sober, so it’d at least be interesting to me if
no one else.
This question was a minefield that Estelle only chose to navigate because she’d gotten
many similar questions over the years—and not all of them where that polite.
“Hey, congrats on one year!” She paused what she was doing, eyeliner pencil still in
hand, to give a light round of applause. “Trust me, I know how hard you work for a year. Truth
be told, the main reason I haven’t talked much about my sobriety is because it doesn’t involve
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just me. I had so much help from my friends from AA and hearing their stories—and I don’t
know how they’d feel about me talking about all that to all of you. I trust you guys, but I gotta
consider everyone’s privacy, you know? I may talk more about the stuff that didn’t involve other
people, though.”
This was only half the reason. The other half, the half she wouldn’t talk about in front of
the camera, was that getting sober was ugly and involved a lot of backsliding. In that sense,
cancer, the full reality of cancer, wasn’t much different. But with cancer, Estelle could write the
story. She could be the heroine her viewers wanted to see beat it (or die, which ironically usually
caused a viewership boom for creators, like when a book shot to the top of the bestseller list after
its author passed away. At least her funeral would be paid for). Her sobriety didn’t always
cooperate with that narrative, and she knew there were times she wouldn’t have been very easy
to root for.
That was the nice thing about this job. You could edit a lot of your own life out if you felt
like it.
faeriecakex: hey any updates about your prognosis
“Nope. I still have lymphoma, but I’m also still here!” She closed her makeup carrier
with a snap and smiled for the camera. “I’ve got all the usual stuff on my schedule today.
Support group, phone calls with a thousand doctors, and maybe I’ll have time to eat. But no
matter how busy it gets, I always make time for filming and for you guys, because you all are the
highlight of my day. Thank you so much for getting ready with me and for all your lovely
questions—send those in whenever you like, and I might answer it in a future video!” She did the
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double-handed wave again. “That’s all from me for right now. Thank you all for your support,
and for making my cancer journey a little brighter. I love you guys! Bye!”
That was where the footage cut off, and as far as the viewers were concerned, Estelle
Vernon ceased to exist after the video ended, only coming back when the next video went up.
But in real life, Estelle was extremely busy even when not on-camera. Her first phone call of the
day was to Delia, her sponsor of nearly ten years. When she had gotten the first of many one-day
chips, Delia had been the one to sit next to her and welcome her to the group. When she slipped
after nearly a year of sobriety, Delia had been her first call and the one to drag her back to the
meeting. When she finally, finally made it to a five-year chip, she and Delia had shared a cake
and more soda than was probably wise.
At the beginning, they’d had to do multiple check-ins a day. Now, they usually talked at
least a couple times a week, but it was just as much due to being friends as it was because of the
program.
“What are you up to today?” came Delia’s rough, matronly voice on the other end of the
call. She was pushing seventy, and she was very proud of the fact that she was still in possession
of her driver’s license, as well as her own teeth.
“The usual. I’ve got Cancer Club this afternoon. I just filmed a video.”
This was met with a “mmmhmm” that bordered on judgmental. Delia had never liked
FundMyLife as a concept or a platform, and had tried to talk Estelle out of it when she stumbled
on the website some years ago. She especially disliked the CEO, Zakary Rut, which Estelle
thought was absurd since neither of them had even met the man. Delia held that his interview on
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Ellen was all she needed to know that the man was a joke. But even she couldn’t argue with
results, and had mostly shut up about it when the videos started raking in enough to consistently
cover the cost of Estelle’s prescriptions.
“I’m only a couple hundred away from ten thousand givers,” she added.
“Givers?”
“Subscribers. The site calls them givers.”
“Is ten thousand a lot?”
“Depends on your definition of a lot. More than most people get, but the top earners are
more in hundred thousand, a million range.”
Delia whistled. “I didn’t know there were that many people on there. Are you still putting
out a video a week?”
“More, if I can.”
She clicked her tongue. “And working that much is okay for you? Does your doctor think
it’s alright?”
“Yeah, he says it’s fine.”
The truth was, her oncologist hadn’t heard of FundMyLife when she first mentioned it,
when he’d asked what she did for a living. She was sure, to an oncologist who had to deal with
dying people and complex treatments and hospital bureaucracy every day, filming and editing
videos didn’t sound like particularly hard or exhausting work.
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“Besides,” she continued, “the videos are why I don’t have to work a regular 9-to-5
anymore—that was killing me. Almost literally. At least if I get too tired in the middle of editing,
I can take a nap and come back to it. When I did that at a desk job, my boss didn’t like it very
much.”
The days before she knew she had cancer, before she was receiving treatment, those were
the worst. The unexplained itching and sweating, the fatigue, the way that she, who’d done track
her first two years of high school, suddenly couldn’t keep her breath for a single flight of stairs.
All of that was still a problem at least part of the time—she certainly wouldn’t be doing the
hundred-meter dash again anytime soon—but it was better when there was a reason. When she
had a name to put to the symptoms. But even with an official diagnosis, her illness made holding
down a job, or much of a social life, difficult. She’d tried the gig economy, delivering food and
picking up groceries on her good days, but the pay was god-awful. The freelancing markets for
her only “marketable skills,” video editing and Photoshop, were even worse, and it was hard to
motivate herself to get a certificate or a degree or something when she felt like she was on a
ticking clock, and none of that would even guarantee an income, anyway. FundMyLife had been
a lucky break, her success on the platform even more so. The second she could make it a fulltime job, she did.
Delia chuckled. “Well, just make sure you pace yourself. You coming to a meeting this
week?”
“Yeah, I’ll go to the evening one tomorrow if I’m up to it. If I’m already asleep by then
I’ll go to the morning one the day after that.”
“Okay. Take care of yourself, Estelle.”
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“Thanks. You, too.”
She hung up, concluding what would be by far the most pleasant phone call she had on
her list today. Now came the laundry list of medical phone calls. Doctors scheduling and
rescheduling check-ups, pharmacies who insisted every week they couldn’t find her meds
because—no matter how many times she corrected them and told them to update their file—they
kept holding them for Stella Vernon, the insurance company who was doing their damndest to
get out of paying a cent for her last round of radiation therapy. This stuff was half the reason
she’d been eager to quit her office job. Being sick, and keeping track of everything that was
supposed to help you survive, was a full-time job in itself, one that she quickly got fed up with
trying to squeeze in on her lunch break or on her commute home.
Then, it was time to head to the local rec center for Support for Cancer Patients and Their
Loved Ones, colloquially known as Cancer Club. Even the meeting leaders called it that. It
brought in an audience of people from not just Blairville, but people from the surrounding towns
who were too far from Orlando to attend a group there. Going had been Delia’s idea, when she’d
first become Estelle’s sponsor. At the time, Estelle was dealing with her diagnosis solely with
help from her family. Delia had insisted that getting out and talking to other people who had the
same problems as her could only help, and if she could make it to AA, she could surely turn up
to another support group once a week.
Most people in the room had a Delia, Estelle reflected as she took her seat one of the
metal folding chairs she’d long since grown accustomed to. They were arranged in a large circle
in one of the rec center’s bigger meeting rooms, with a table of snacks off to the side. Save for
the location and the pamphlets located on the table, it was virtually identical to the setup at AA.
62

There was a group of fifteen people, all people she’d met before, and the vast majority of them
had originally been pushed or dragged into coming by a concerned, well-meaning friend or
family member. In their first few meetings, their Delia would come with them, and might still
turn up if something major happened—a relapse, a surgery, something like that. But now they
came alone, either out of habit or because, like Estelle, they found it actually helped.
Two minutes before the meeting was set to start, a couple of newcomers entered,
immediately catching everyone’s attention. Estelle watched them from her seat as they perused
the snacks, trying to guess which of them was the patient and which was the Delia. They were
both young women, they couldn’t have been older than twenty-five, both pale and with short,
dark hair, though one of them tried to hide her natural color with a bleach job.
They found two empty seats, and that was when Estelle was able to guess which one was
the patient who’d been dragged here. The blonde sunk back into her chair, hunching over like
she was trying to hide, and avoided making eye contact with everyone. The other—her sister,
probably—had already grabbed four pamphlets and had begun reading one, using a pen to
underline something she found useful.
That almost made Estelle laugh. The “concerned and alert loved one, apathetic patient”
was a common duo here, but she rarely saw such a perfect representation of it. She watched the
blonde and, morbidly and reflexively, wondered what was wrong with her. Immediately, she
admonished herself—no one liked to be gawked at, and no one liked to be speculated about. But
it was hard not to wonder.

63

Oh, well. She’d find out soon enough, assuming the girl wanted to talk. Which, judging
from the way she was already watching the clock on the wall, was a pretty big assumption to
make.
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CHAPTER NINE
Lenore didn’t want to be there.
Well, she rarely wanted to be anywhere. But she especially didn’t want to be there.
In spite of how much she’d asked—begged—her to be normal and not freak out and let
her handle this her way, she’d known, even half-drunk, that there was absolutely no way Beatrice
wouldn’t pull something like this. She would take it upon herself to become the tristate area’s
leading expert on breast cancer, because of course she would, and then she would take it upon
herself to direct Lenore’s recovery, because of course she would. God, she should’ve held off on
telling her until after she met the doctor. Or, hell, maybe until after she’d had chemo or surgery
or whatever it was she’d end up having to do. She still didn’t actually know. Her first
appointment with Dr. Patel was tomorrow.
Her knee bounced uncontrollably as she took stock of everyone else here, at the support
group Beatrice had found on Google. Her hand went up to instinctively pull at a lock of hair,
only to find it gone. The day before, Beatrice had invited her over for supper, and then had Katie
even out her disastrous haircut for her. The result was a 90s-esque pixie cut that they both swore
made Lenore look a bit like Winona Ryder. Personally, she didn’t see it, but Katie worked at a
salon, and was good enough with a pair of scissors that she had no real complaints.
Lenore was surprised—and rather uncomfortable—when she saw that she and her sister
weren’t the youngest here. One boy, who must’ve been about sixteen, had bruises all over his
arms and collarbone, and what little remained of his sandy brown hair was wispy and looked like
it would all come off if someone grabbed a lock of it and pulled. Glancing around, she didn’t see
anyone who appeared to be his parent, and he relaxed in his seat, making animated conversation
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with a man four times his age. She hoped that it was a good sign, that he could make it here, at
least to the room, on his own.
Three people had oxygen tanks, and one man had a prosthetic leg, though she supposed
she had no way of knowing if that was related to his diagnosis. Most people looked tired, and
some had so many bandages and bruises that she would’ve guessed they’d been beaten up or
been in a car crash. Lenore knew she shouldn’t have been there. She didn’t need support. She
could go about her life without people knowing she was sick. No one was looking at her different
or worrying about her—well, besides Beatrice. She didn’t even feel sick, except for when she
thought too much about what was happening inside her body. The truth was, Lenore thought, she
hadn’t suffered. Would these people think she was taking up space she hadn’t earned?
The meeting was being led by a middle-aged man with a graying beard, who launched
into his spiel as easily as a car salesman.
“Welcome, welcome! I see we have some new faces here, so I’ll go ahead and introduce
myself for their benefit—and for those of you who forgot ages ago and are just too embarrassed
to ask my name again.” A few polite chuckles erupted from the crowd. “I’m Toby, and I’ve been
leading these meetings twice a week for the last fifteen years. I’ve been cancer-free for nearly
twenty. I grew up in Baltimore—go Ravens!—and moved down here when I married my
beautiful wife Nadia. I battled leukemia as a kid, and I went to a group much like this one. It
really helped me, so I volunteered here to pay some of that forward. Here, we just talk and vent
about whatever’s bothering us, and try to provide each other with a little support.” He gave a
hopeful smile to the Hubbard sisters. “Would either of you like to introduce yourselves?”
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Lenore shrunk back further into her chair as Beatrice sat up straight and spoke in a clear,
debate-team voice.
“I’m Beatrice,” she said. “I’m here to support my sister. A lot of people had nice things to
say about this group online.”
“Well, I’m glad to hear that,” Toby said.
He looked expectantly towards Lenore. Much as she wanted to ignore him, or say “pass,”
she felt self-conscious with everyone watching her and waiting on her to talk, and she knew she
would only looked weirder if she didn’t say anything. Clearing her throat, she mumbled,
“Lenore.”
There was a brief pause as everyone waited for her to elaborate, tell them her diagnosis,
but she wouldn’t give them that until she was good and ready. (And right then, she was fairly
certain she was never going to let Beatrice drag her to one of these again.) Her sister gave her a
small nudge with her elbow, but she still didn’t say anything, sitting in silence. When they
realized she wouldn’t say anything else, Toby hastily moved on, asking everyone to go around
the room and introduce themselves.
Besides Beatrice, everyone there either had cancer or had had it at one point. Most had
had some sort of surgery at some point, and many had lost a relative to the disease as well.
Beatrice spoke up, told them a little about their mother, but Lenore didn’t say anything.
Throughout the entire hour of discussion and complaining and self-deprecating jokes, she didn’t
say anything. She just sat and listened and watched. She tried to laugh at the cracks people made
about chemo, about how both the illness and the cure were wreaking havoc on their bodies, but it
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was hard to find anything funny about it. Maybe she just needed some time to get used to it.
Much to her relief, no one seemed to pay much attention to her, except for when Beatrice was
talking.
Her mother had gone to a support group a few times. Beatrice’s doing, as well as their
father’s—they’d both separately suggested it, and apparently, they’d succeeded in being
particularly obnoxious about it, because Mom had gone despite saying repeatedly that she just
wasn’t a group therapy sort of person. She’d called it quits after three or four meetings, saying it
was just too Jesus-y for her tastes. Dad had offered to look some more, find a secular group for
her, but she’d never taken him up on it.
Lenore, much like her mother, was an agnostic who flirted with atheism any time her life
was going particularly poorly—like, say, when she found out she had a tumor. Deep down, she
was pretty sure there wasn’t any higher power, at least not one that was willing or able to act, but
if she fully committed and got on the atheism train, she’d have to accept that there was no
afterlife, either. The prospect of blinking out of existence when she died made her feel woozy, so
she kept her options open. Still, she didn’t see herself ever officially joining any religion, and she
suspected Beatrice had taken that into account when choosing a group. There wasn’t any praying
or talk about putting her faith in Jesus for her recovery, which she appreciated. It wasn’t that she
had anything against Jesus; he seemed like a decent guy. But she seriously doubted his abilities
to fix her cancer.
“When you have a disease like this, it’s easy to feel completely powerless,” Toby said,
after everyone was finished sharing and they’d moved onto what he called “action.” “But you’re
not. You may not have all the power you’d like to have, and there are certainly things that are out
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of your control. I’m not asking you to forget about all that. I’m asking you to focus on what you
can do. What can you, as one person, do to make your situation just a little more manageable?”
“Make sure you take your meds?” someone suggested.
“Try to see friends,” someone else said.
“Keep going to support group,” a third person said. She was a strawberry blonde woman
who sat across the circle from Beatrice and Lenore, and she was easily the most put-together
person here. Where most people in the room exuded little energy, either due to acceptance of
their circumstances or exhaustion with them, this woman seemed, for lack of a better word,
bright. Everything about her, from the way she smiled at those who spoke to her to her
immaculate makeup, made Lenore think of a Barbie doll that had come alive.
“Good!” Toby said, looking pleased. “With everything you have to deal with right now,
it’s easy to lose track of the small stuff. Stuff like take your pills, do your laundry, call your
friend back, keep up with Love Island—hey, these things are important!” He raised his hands in
defense against the good-natured laughter from a couple of the regulars. “If you lose track of all
the small stuff that keeps you sane… well, you won’t stay sane. And seriously, make sure you’re
taking your meds. I know a lot of you don’t always feel like they’re helping, but I promise, if you
stop taking them, you’ll figure out real quick how they were helping.”
Beatrice raised her hand, and Lenore cringed, desperately wishing she hadn’t already told
everyone they were related. Christ, did she think they were back in high school?
“Yes?” Toby asked, visibly amused by the teacher’s pet in the room.
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“Can’t focusing on the small stuff be overwhelming?” she asked. “I know stuff like
laundry and dishes and stuff do need to get done, but I’m worried that thinking too much about
that stuff just adds unnecessary stress.”
“Oh, absolutely. There are gonna be weeks when it’s like, did I stay alive? Mission
accomplished!” This was met with nods and muted chuckles from several who’d been at this
longer than Lenore had. “I think most people have to take it day-by-day. Some days you may be
able to check everything off the list and feel mostly normal, and some days you may just have to
focus on making sure you can keep functioning. Take it at your own pace, and try and have
people around who can help you pick up the slack when you can’t do it all.” He turned his gaze
to the rest of the room. “Do we have any other questions before we close out?”
Lenore sat up, and, after swallowing a lump in her throat, forced herself to speak for the
first time since she said her name.
“You said you’re cancer-free, right?”
He nodded.
“Um… how long do you have to not have cancer before you… don’t have cancer?” She
rubbed the back of her neck, trying to find a more eloquent way to put it. “Like… I know a lot of
people have relapses, and I’ve heard of times when it came back even after the person had been
better for years and years. It kinda seems like, once the well is poisoned, that’s it. You’re not
ever totally better, or at least, you can’t ever trust you are. So when is it safe to say you’re
cancer-free? Sorry, am I making sense?”
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“Don’t worry, I understand,” he assured her. “Honestly, I wish I had an easy answer to
give you, but I don’t. You’re right; recurrences happen, and you may never feel like you’re
completely out of the woods. I didn’t start saying I was a cancer survivor until I’d gone five
years with no evidence of cancer. Once you get told you’re NEC, then you’re basically playing
the numbers game. I decided five years was good enough because about 80% of people who go
that long without any trouble are probably okay. The math was on my side. But I could wake up
tomorrow and be sick again. It’s unlikely, and it would suck, but it’s possible. I know lots of
people who will probably never feel quite comfortable saying they’re cancer-free, because they
think it’s tempting fate.”
“But you don’t?”
“I figured after five years, I could afford to take a gamble now and then.”
Lenore sunk back into her seat. That hadn’t at all been the sort of answer she hoped for.
She wanted a finish line. A bright red finish line with tape she could run through and celebrate
the end of this nightmare with confetti and a goddamn parade. Not a lifetime of uncertainty and
dread.
She was barely listening as Toby finished up the meeting. She was sure that as soon as
they were out of here, Beatrice would be zipping right along to the next thing on her checklist,
which she had ever-so-helpfully sent to her via email the night before. She’d also brought two
print copies. It almost seemed like a blessing. At least she always knew more or less what to
expect from Beatrice, and she’d gotten incredibly good at tuning her out over the years.
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Some would say this was rude. Those people had never been on the receiving end of a
three-hour lecture explaining the best way to “maximize safety, hydration, and fun” at a summer
festival. Lenore had arrived at that festival with an empty water bottle, a vague knowledge of
which booths would be selling edibles, and a phone battery on 56%. Beatrice had arrived with a
map, a packed lunch, a first aid kit, a portable charger, and an hour-by-hour schedule to make
sure she could do everything.
“‘Scuse me, are you two doing anything right now?”
Both sisters looked up, and Lenore was surprised to see one of the attendees—the Barbie
woman who was wearing a perfume that smelled vaguely of grapefruit, as they now knew
because she was standing right in front of them. Her hands folded behind her back, she waited
politely for an answer as they exchanged a glance.
“No,” Beatrice finally said. She’d taken the day off, something she could get away with,
being in good standing at the Pizza Pizazz Play Place in the strip mall, where she worked. Her
sister attacked that job with the same gusto she did everything. Lenore did have work, but she
had the night shift, and didn’t need to be there until sundown.
“Can I take you guys out for coffee? There’s a place about a block down.”
“Why?” Lenore asked.
Beatrice whacked her in the arm, but the woman didn’t seem offended.
“It’s been a while since we had any new folks come to Cancer Club. Which I guess is
probably good, in the long run.”

72

Beatrice blinked. “Cancer Club?” she repeated incredulously, but Lenore couldn’t help
but smirk.
Upon seeing this, the woman laughed out loud.
“Every time,” she said, “without fail—the person with cancer thinks it’s funny, and the
person they’re with doesn’t. Every time! My mother hates it, says it’s making light. And I’m
like, yeah, thanks, Mom, that’s sort of the idea.”
Beatrice accepted for them both, and that was how Lenore found herself sitting in a tiny
coffee shop, squeezed behind one side of the table with her sister so they could both sit across
from the woman, who introduced herself as Estelle.
“How long have you been going to that group?” Lenore asked, taking a sip of espresso.
Estelle was drinking a frothy, caramel concoction that threatened to rot her teeth just
from looking at it. “Ages,” she said. “Not as long as Toby’s been there, but close. I tend to like
his meetings the best. But listen—what he said about there not being a real end to all of this, you
can’t internalize that. I mean, it’s probably true, but that doesn’t mean you have to believe it.”
“I don’t follow,” Beatrice said.
“If you think too much about how this might go—the worst-case scenario, the times the
math isn’t on your side—you will go insane. Trust me.”
Lenore wondered if that was what happened to her mom. If she’d looked too closely at
the writing on the wall and decided to just pull the plug on any attempts at delaying the
inevitable.
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“But isn’t it important to be prepared?” Beatrice asked.
“I prepare to get through the day. That does the trick.” Estelle shrugged. “Anyhoo, tell
me more about you!”
“Not much to tell,” Lenore said, suddenly forgetting every single fact about herself
except for the fact that she had cancer. “I… I meet my oncologist tomorrow.”
“Oh, I remember that. It’s totally nerve-wracking, isn’t it?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, don’t worry. Assuming your doctor is good—and I’m sure they’re great—you’ll
feel better. I’ve been seeing the same guy for—oh, God, I just did the math, do not like that
number.” She gave a self-deprecating chuckle. “Since I was seventeen. So he’s basically family.
He’s on my mom’s Christmas card list and everything. ‘Happy Holidays, thanks for not killing
my daughter another year!’”
“You’ve been sick that long?” she asked, shocked.
“Yup. In and out of radiation therapy. Would’ve thought it’d turn me into an X-Man by
now, but nope, all the lousy thing’s good for is killing cancer cells that won’t even stay dead.
Lymphoma is a stubborn bitch. But enough about me. What do you guys do for a living?”
“I’m an assistant manager at Pizza Pizzaz,” Beatrice said, long since accustomed to
saying the name with a straight face. “Mostly keeping kids’ birthday parties under control.”
“I work at Quicky’s,” Lenore said. “It sucks.”
“Oh, the convenience store? I hope they at least pay you well.”
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Lenore laughed. “They do not.”
“So… well, I hate to be rude, but do you have a plan for how you’re going to pay for
treatment?”
Lenore reflexively went to tug on a lock of her hair, only to suddenly be reminded that it
was now too short to do that. “Hope the insurance company takes pity.”
Estelle cringed. Lenore didn’t blame her. Hoping the insurance company would take pity
was essentially the same as saying, “Hope I find some buried treasure on the beach.” Except at
least that occasionally happened.
“We’re probably gonna have to take out some loans,” Beatrice admitted.
“We?” Lenore repeated. “We are not doing anything. It’s my problem, not yours.”
“Oh, shut up, obviously I’m not letting you pay for this alone,” she said, as if this closed
the matter.
Before Lenore could argue that it was bad enough that she’d probably be in debt forever,
she wasn’t dragging anyone else down with her, Estelle spoke up.
“Have you ever heard of FundMyLife?”
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CHAPTER TEN
In a pharmacy in Milwaukee, Derek Diaz stood in line, knowing he was about to
overdraw his account to pay for his insulin. While he waited for the person ahead of him to finish
up, he fished his phone out of his pocket, and clicked the pea-green icon shaped like a piggybank
to open FundMyLife. He checked his notifications obsessively and knew it wouldn’t say
anything different than it did when he checked it five minutes ago, but he checked anyway.
Despite posting fairly regularly, he still only had ten subscribers, and he’d burned through their
monthly payment buying groceries last week.
In Detroit, Chloe Mercer was just getting off the phone with her husband’s lawyer, a
public defender who had a case load that threatened to crush him. Nothing he’d said inspired
confidence. She doubted he even remembered her husband’s name if she didn’t remind him. If
there was any chance of not losing her spouse to a trumped-up possession charge, they needed a
better attorney. And so, after examining her options, she decided to make a FundMyLife account.
She was a pretty good writer; maybe that would be enough to draw in enough people to help pay
the legal fees.
In Blairville, Estelle Vernon forced herself out of bed, trying to stand and walk through
the nausea that she’d long since grown accustomed to. After a round of radiation therapy, it was
usually a few days before she felt like herself again. But she couldn’t afford to not be herself
right now. She couldn’t keep her subscribers waiting. Not when they were paying the monthly
fee and not when rent was due in a week. Sitting down in front of her mirror, she began to apply
makeup and brush her hair, and tried on a smile.
Meanwhile, Zakary Rut was asleep on a private jet flying to Amsterdam for the weekend.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
Dr. Rea Patel was in her late fifties and had a stern, weathered look about her that Lenore
liked in a doctor. She looked like the sort of woman who, if she ever found herself in a theater
that caught fire, would stand up and say, “Alright, everyone, stop screaming, that won’t make
matters any better. Just listen to me and we’ll all be fine” before leading everybody out the
emergency exit. She just looked like someone who had her shit together and encouraged the
same in people around her. And, okay, maybe Beatrice’s extensive research on the woman and
her qualifications had helped a little.
“So, Lenore.” She checked her file, and looked up as Lenore nodded, sitting with her
hands folded in her lap. “Let me just see what we have here. You were referred to me by Dr.
Kensing. Is he your primary care physician?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I’ll have to jump down his throat for the rest of your records. Honestly, this happens
every time—some piece ends up not getting sent over.” She clicked her tongue. “Your parents
Poe fans?”
“My dad,” she said. “My mom picked Beatrice for my sister.”
She let out a “hmm” that could’ve meant anything, continuing to read over the file. “It
says here your mother passed of ovarian cancer. Is there any history of breast cancer in the
family that you know of?”
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“Yeah. My dad’s aunt had it and beat it, and my mom’s mom died from it. Plus we had a
cousin go from lung cancer when I was a baby. Naming their kids after two famously-dead girls
was a pretty bold choice, all things considered.”
Dr. Patel chuckled, before setting the file down on her desk.
“I took a look at your x-rays. The good news is, you only have one tumor, and—I’m sure
you’ve heard this before, but you really did catch it very early. We’ll do more imaging just to be
on the safe side, but looking at it now, it should be able to be taken care of with a partial
mastectomy.”
She said it plainly and simply. Lenore blinked.
“Like… surgery?”
“Yes. We’ll remove the tumor and a bit of your breast tissue, which should hopefully
prevent the cancer from coming back.”
“So, you won’t have to remove the whole breast?” She felt rather silly for being so
relieved, but Dr. Patel didn’t seem to think anything of it.
“I doubt it.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t look like it’s spread that much, so that
shouldn’t be necessary. Now, if—and this is an if, keep that in mind—the cancer proves
recurrent, then we’ll have to discuss the idea of a full mastectomy.”
Lenore looked down at her chest. She supposed it would serve her boobs right, seeing as
they were trying to kill her. Betrayed, by her own two best assets. But that didn’t mean she was
too eager to see them chopped off, or whatever it was they’d do.
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“Now,” Dr. Patel continued, “depending on how the surgery goes, you may still want a
second surgery for reconstruction. But we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”
“Um, so… I’m afraid to ask this, but how much does this usually cost?”
She clicked her tongue. “That’s always the scariest question, isn’t it? You’d have to ask
billing. There’s a lot of factors that contribute to the cost.”
“But I’m guessing it’s a lot.”
“Probably,” Dr. Patel admitted with a sympathetic grimace.
Lenore took a few deep breaths. She had insurance, she reminded herself. Shitty
insurance that rejected nine out of ten claims and had been sued six ways to Sunday over the
years, but she did have it. When she’d had to start paying for it herself, it was the best she could
afford—fat load of good it’d probably do her here. The seventy-five-dollar copay for this visit
had burned a hole in her wallet on its own.
A few more deep breaths.
“Let’s say, hypothetically, that my insurance sucks. What do I do then?”
“Again, you’d have to talk to billing.”
And, so, after scheduling another x-ray to get a second look at the tumor that was causing
so much trouble, Lenore was sent out with the promise that she’d hear from the billing office
soon. It took her several minutes of sitting in her car, taking long, slow breaths before she could
see straight. She needed to calm down, she told herself. She had to go to work. She couldn’t go
to work if she couldn’t drive. She couldn’t pay for the surgery, however much it would cost, if
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she couldn’t drive. She couldn’t make money if she couldn’t get to work, and if she couldn’t
make money, she’d die. It was almost funny how all roads led there lately.
After a long day spent stocking shelves and avoiding conversation with Roger, Lenore
went home and Googled the average cost for surgery and radiation therapy, and nearly threw up.
The most modest of estimates placed her expenses in the ballpark of ten to fifteen grand, and that
was all assuming luck was on her side.
GoFundMe didn’t feel viable. She didn’t have any close friends, and the only family she
had left wasn’t much better off financially than she was; the best she could hope for would be for
some strangers to take pity. FundMyLife at least gave prospective donors the incentive of some
sort of product—videos, writing, whatever it was people decided to post on there—but that
would require Lenore to first come up with something she could justify charging money for, and
then find time to actually do it. That would basically be taking on a second job on top of
everything else.
She laid in bed, staring at the ceiling, and trying to clear her mind of numbers and
statistics. Lately, it felt like her life was ruled by them. Maybe Beatrice had the right idea, her
research and checklists and plans giving her an outlet for what threatened to turn into blind
panic. All Lenore felt qualified to do was try to clear each hurdle as it came. Today, her
appointment. Tomorrow, the insurance company. And the day after that, everything else she’d
have to do in order to make this work.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
By the time she finally got taken off hold, Lenore had nearly fallen asleep on her couch.
She jolted back to consciousness at the sound of an overly-perky, but human, voice on the other
end, nearly dropping her phone as she sat up.
“Hel-lo, thank you for calling Very Safe Insurance, providing care on a budget since
2016! This is Janet, how can I make your day Very Safer?”
“Hi, um, I’m calling about a claim I submitted on the website a couple days ago—”
“I’ll just transfer you over to claims, can you hold?”
“Sure.”
“Thaaaaaanks, have a super day!”
“You, t—”
She was cut off by the same robotic voice she’d grown all too accustomed to over the
course of the last hour. She groaned, leaning her head back and trying not to go insane as the
voice repeated the words that were now burned into her brain forever.
“THANK you for HOLDing. One of our repreSENtatives will take your CALL as soon as
they can. Here at VERY. SAFE. INSURANCE. We take pride in helping several dozen people
across the great state of Flo Rida—"
“Hi thanks for calling Very Safer Insurance Claims Department this is Bridget how can I
make your day Very Safer.”
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“Hi,” Lenore said, relieved to have gotten to another person so quickly, even if that
person sounded like she was half asleep. “I submitted a claim on the website a couple days ago,
and I—”
“Membership number.”
“Um. I don’t—”
“Full name and date of birth.”
“Lenore Hubbard—June 3, 1998—”
“Great thanks you just have to answer a security question. What is your social security
number?”
“Wait, what? I thought I had to answer a security question.”
“Yeah. What’s your social security number?”
She blinked. “Okay, there is literally no way that’s the security question I picked.”
“Well, you put down ‘what the hell, why is this my only option?’, so I’ll assume it’s you,
Lenore. Is this concerning the claim from Tuesday?”
“Yeah, I got back your response—”
“We can only cover $5,000 of the surgery.”
“Right, I’m aware, that’s the problem—”
“We can only cover $5,000 of the surgery.”
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Lenore took a deep breath to keep her temper. “Okay, well, I know you’re saying that,
but I’m hoping if we talk this out, we can maybe—”
“We can only cover $5,000 of the surgery.”
Lenore’s eye twitched. “That’s not very helpful.”
Bridget was unsympathetic. “Ma’am, the plan you selected only costs $30 per month.
You get what you pay for. Would you like me to transfer you to appeals?”
“Well, actually, I was hoping we could just work this out now—”
“Transferring you to appeals.”
“No! Bridget, do NOT—”
“THANK you for HOLDing. One of our repreSENtatives will take your CALL as soon as
they can. Fun fact! Did YOU know that. SEVENTEEN PEOPLE annually submit an alligatorrelated claim to VERY. SAFE. INSURANCE?”
“Jesus Christ.”
“Have YOU been in a car accident that WASn’t your fault? We here at VERY. SAFE.
INSURANCE. Are proud to announce our partnerSHIP with Hatchet and Sons, Attorneys at
Law! For every client we send their way, we get a tax break for a charitable donation! Hatchet
and Sons: We don’t care if you did it!”
“Fucking hell,” she grumbled to herself, “does nobody work in appeals?”
“Ma’am, if you swear at me again, company policy says I’m allowed to transfer you,” a
sudden voice said. It sounded like the person on the other end was chewing bubblegum.
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“Oh, shit! No, wait, I didn’t mean—”
“THANK you for HOLDing. One of our repreSENtatives will take your CALL as soon as
they can—"
“AAAAAAAAAAAGH!”
“Ma’am, if you could refrain from yelling, that would be super-duper!” a perky voice
said.
“Sorry! I didn’t realize someone had picked—wait. Didn’t I talk to you earlier?” Lenore
asked with a frown.
“Yes, ma’am, this is Janet!”
“How many people work in your office?”
“Not a ton! Anyhoo, I see you’re having a problem with our offer, and you want to make
an appeal, is that right?”
“Yes, you all said you can cover $5,000 of this surgery, which is like half the cost at
best—and you won’t even touch the radiation therapy. Is there no way you can cover more?”
“Well, you see, radiation therapy doesn’t fall into our Copper Plan, which is what you
purchased for this year. Very popular with those willing to cross their fingers! If you want to
have the radiation therapy included, you’d need to upgrade to our Silver Plan or anything above
it, which have budgets for chemotherapy and radiation.”
She bit a nail. “How much is that?”
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“Well, there’s a fee for changing plans, plus a teensy-weensy little rush fee to make sure
it kicks in before your big surgery, plus a fee for filing the paperwork—”
“Please just give me a number, Janet.”
“Five hundred dollars to change plans right now.”
“Does this company just, like… hate poor people?”
“Legal advised us not to answer that. Now, is there anything else I can help you with?”
Lenore sulked back into her couch, unease creeping up her body like frost. “Is there
literally anything I can do to get you guys to cover even a penny more of my surgery?” she
asked, knowing the answer even as she said it.
“We’ve been partnered with Fast Money for seven years. They offer grow-interest loans
to people in need.”
“Was that no-interest or low-interest?”
“Neither! I said ‘grow-interest.’”
“Do I even want to know what that is?”
“I doubt it!”
“Okay, great, thanks, bye, Janet.”
“Have a super day!”
“I will not.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
The FundMyLife homepage had a helpful yellow button labelled “New Here?” in the
upper right corner. When Lenore clicked on it, she and Beatrice were greeted with a video of a
man in his thirties wearing polyester purple pants, standing in front of a blank white wall. As he
spoke, a Top 40 pop song Lenore had halfway forgotten about blared cheerily in the background.
“Hi! I’m Zakary Rut, the founder and CEO of FundMyLife! These days, everyone could
use a little extra help. But where do you go when the bank says no, the insurance company gives
you the runaround, and your dad won’t give you any seed money for your latest great idea, just
because the last one caught the attention of the IRS? Mistakes happen, Dad!”
All of this was accompanied by animated drawings of dollar signs and piggy banks, and
text which zipped on and off the screen, reading things like “Zakary Rut: Entrepreneur, CEO,
and Donations Influencer” and “Voted 7th Most Iconic Crowdfunding Website of the Late
2010s!”. Lenore raised an eyebrow and glanced over at Beatrice, who sat next to her on the
couch, chewing on one of her nails while she stared at the laptop, which sat on the coffee table in
front of them.
“Simple!” Zakary Rut said. The scene changed to him on a vintage bicycle, cruising
down the streets of Los Angeles, continuing to talk to the viewer. Somehow, wind didn’t seem to
interfere with his mic quality or his hair. “You go to FundMyLife, the best crowd fundraising site
on the internet, for both you and the people giving you support!”
“Is this a green screen?” Lenore asked, squinting at the video.
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“Yup,” Beatrice said. She pointed. “Look, you can totally see where someone’s holding
the bike upright, too.”
“You’d think he’d be able to afford better effects.”
“I think he spent the budget on the rights to this song.”
“He certainly didn’t spend it on the script.”
“Here at FundMyLife,” he said, blissfully unaware, “we believe that everyone has
something to give! In exchange for financial support from our millions of givers, share whatever
you’ve got! Videos, music, blog posts, recipes—anything you have that’s worth sharing.
Through our revolutionary exchange model, everyone walks away with something they didn’t
have before!”
“Revolutionary?” Lenore repeated. “Is he seriously trying to take credit for capitalism?”
“So have a look around! See what everyone has to offer!” The scene changed one final
time, now showing him buying a taco from a food truck. The cook gave an awkward, stilted
smile to the camera, waving limply with one hand while Zakary continued his spiel. “Welcome
to FundMyLife, the social media platform that could save your life!”
The screen faded to black before the logo for the company popped up.
“Well,” Lenore said, “he’s certainly something.”
Beatrice was on her phone, doing some cursory Googling. “Okay, so I’m not finding
anything about any lawsuits or the IRS or something,” she said. “So… I think it’s legit.
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Although—” She searched for something else. “Okay, so apparently when Rut was eighteen, he
tried to organize some kind of music festival—”
Lenore groaned. “Oh, that’s never good.”
“Uhhh… okay, apparently the festival did happen, and no one died or anything, so that’s
a plus… aaaaaand, here we go. The IRS got involved because apparently he, quote, ‘didn’t know
you had to, like, keep receipts or whatever. Also, since when did you have to claim the stuff you
make in cash? I thought no one ever does that. No one told me you’re supposed to do that.’”
“He must have a pretty shitty lawyer if they haven’t taught him to stop running his mouth
in public.”
“He didn’t actually get arrested or charged with anything, though. His dad just paid
whatever it was he owed and the IRS kind of let the whole thing go.” She put her phone down.
“Nothing about anyone suing FundMyLife, and he seems to have stayed out of trouble since.
Estelle says she never had any problems.”
Lenore seized the laptop off the table and clicked over to “Top Creators of the Month” to
see what she was getting into. Ever since the frustrating experience with her insurance company,
she’d been giving the whole matter real thought, and now that she and Beatrice both had a
Saturday off, she knew it was time to get serious. She wasn’t convinced this would work, but it
was worth at least looking into.
“Looks like most people do vlogs and stuff,” she said. “There’s like, two people in the
top twenty who do music, and one writer—”
Beatrice peered over shoulder. “Holy shit, Miriam Garvey?”
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“…Should I know who that is?”
“She’s not really in your wheelhouse, but she’s, like, super famous in sci-fi. I mean, she
has three Hugos! What’s she doing on FundMyLife?”
“Uh, looks like she’s raising money forrrrrr…” She clicked open her profile. “Physical
therapy and other medical expenses.”
“Oh, God, I forgot—she was in a really bad car wreck a few years ago. It’s a miracle she
survived; no one in the other car did. I remember the initial donation drive for her first surgery. I
had no clue she still needed money. I sort of assumed her book sales would be able to cover the
rest.”
“According to this, she started on the site so she wouldn’t have to sell her house.”
“Shit.”
“She’s got nearly a million subscribers, though, and it looks like she makes a lot here.”
“Makes sense, she had a huge audience already.”
Lenore tapped her fingers on her lap, thinking very hard.
“Estelle says she posts once a week on average,” she said. “I… could maybe do that.
Maybe. I don’t know.”
“What would you post?”
“Videos, probably. I can’t draw or sing or anything. But even I can talk in front of a
camera. I mean, I have no idea what to talk about, but figuring something out shouldn’t be that
hard, right?”
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Beatrice nodded. “Yeah, and I’m sure she’d be willing to help you until you got the hang
of it. Setting up a place for you to film shouldn’t be too hard.”
Lenore clicked over to the most recent posts, scanning each creator’s statistics. Her heart
sunk. Most of them didn’t have more than a few dozen subscribers, and most of them only made
a couple hundred bucks a month. It would be a challenge to stand out from the pack.
She didn’t play any of the videos she saw, only looking over the preview screencaps.
They were all brightly-lit, full of well-groomed, happy people who looked like they’d walked off
the set of a romantic comedy. She read over the titles, which were enough to give her whiplash.
THE CHEMO DIARIES: Happy to be Here
thank you <3 (WE DID IT!) (SUPER GRATEFUL)
staying strong + looking forward to new things!! #fundraiser
Court Dates, Appeals, and Karaoke: a day in the life
Why I’m Glad This Happened (My Cancer Journey) #blessed
#everythinghappensforareason #sponsoredcontent
Did chemo make me VOMIT??? (Q+A)
That last title was followed by a string of emojis, ending with the cry-laughing one for
some reason.
“Pretty much everyone just talks about whatever it is they’re raising money for,” she said.
“Which, like, makes sense. But I’m not sure I can talk about all this to a bunch of strangers for
months on end.”
90

“You wouldn’t have to maintain it forever,” Beatrice reminded her. “Just until you raise
enough money for the surgery.”
“Right.”
Her stomach churned, but she tried to ignore it. So what if she didn’t want to talk? She
could fake it for a few months or however long it would take. Hell, she worked in customer
service, that was basically faking it for 24/7.
“…I think you should go for it,” Beatrice said.
Lenore sighed. “I don’t know.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t know,” she repeated. “It just… I’ve never done this before, and this isn’t like just
posting something to YouTube for fun and seeing how it goes. If that flops, the worst that
happens is you wasted a couple hours if your life. If this flops, I’m in big trouble. And it does
seem like a lot of work.”
“Do you have any other ideas?”
She flinched, though she doubted Beatrice had meant to sound harsh. It was a fair
question, and unfortunately, the answer was a hard no. She had absolutely no idea how she was
going to get the money—and, unfortunately, this felt like the best lead they had.
“I really, really don’t want to take out a loan,” she finally said. “I looked, and the only
kind I could probably get is super high-interest. I’d be paying it off for years and years.”
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Beatrice cringed. “I know. But I think you’ll have to.” She hesitated. “Maybe the site can
help with that. It may be slow-going, but…”
They fell silent, and Lenore looked back to the FundMyLife website, and the page full of
smiling, productive people in need.
She’d be uncomfortable, and the CEO was a piece of work. But it would only be
temporary. Just until she paid off the loan. And the money wasn’t just going to fall from the sky.
It was worth a shot.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Quinn had been a loyal giver of Estelle Vernon’s since nearly the start of her
FundMyLife career, and this was a minor point of pride for her. She’d been there before the huge
boom in viewership Estelle got with her video commemorating the anniversary of her first
surgery, and she’d been there before she was featured on the front page as a Creator of the Day.
Estelle wasn’t the only person she gave to; she’d budgeted enough to be able to give to up to six
creators at once. She’d recently dumped a creator she’d been giving to for a few months; he
hadn’t posted in weeks. Vaguely hoping he hadn’t died, she removed him from her roster, and
kept an eye out for someone new to fill the slot.
She much preferred FundMyLife to other charity drives she’d given to in the past. It was
nice to see the result of her contribution, and to get to know the people she was helping out. And
Estelle was nice to hang out with. Quinn often played her videos in the background while she
was doing something with her hands. Painting her nails, she listened to her latest vlog, titled
“Introducing… a new friend!”
“Good morning, everyone! It’s Estelle, and I’m so glad to be sharing another wonderful
week with you!” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her wave and smile, sitting in her
bedroom, just as Quinn was sitting in hers. “I know it’s unusual to have three videos from me in
a week, but this is just a short one today. I just had to let you guys know that my friend, Lenore,
is joining us here in the FundMyLife community!”
Quinn looked up as Estelle put a selfie of herself and a younger woman up onscreen.
While Estelle smiled sunnily for the camera, sparkling even in the photo, the younger woman
was shrinking into herself, her grin awkward and crooked.
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“Lenore and I met at support group, and she’s great. She just posted her first vlog last
night! She’s also brand-new at making videos, so go and show her some love. I’ll post a link to
her page in the description. I remember how scary it was for me to make the plunge into sharing
with you guys, but you all showed me so much love and support, I just know you’ll do the same
for my friend. Even if you can’t sign up to give to her, share her video around, send it to your
friends. Help me get her name out there!”
After blowing on her nails to try and dry the polish, a futile task she couldn’t help but
repeat every time, Quinn carefully reached over to her laptop. She scrolled down to the video’s
description and clicked the link.
The video was shaky and poorly lit, filmed on someone’s cell phone. The young woman
from the photo—Lenore, she supposed—sat on the floor, holding the phone herself, leaning
against an off-white wall that looked like it’d been painted over by someone who didn’t care
whether or not they did a good job of it. Even in the uneven lighting, you could see the faintest
hint of the previous paintjob peeking through. Lenore chewed on her bottom lip for a moment
before her dark brown eyes flicked up, and she realized she’d started recording. The whole setup
looked like a serial killer’s ransom video.
“Okay. Um.” She cleared her throat and sat up straight. “Um. Hi. Um. I’m Lenore
Hubbard, and, um, this is… this is my first video for FundMyLife. Obviously. You can, uh…
probably see that from clicking on my profile…”
The camera shook as she used one hand to run over her cropped short hair. Her gaze
shifted towards and away from the camera, as if it were the eye of a parent she’d just lied to.
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“If… um, if you’re here, you’re probably here because—because my friend Estelle said
she’d promote this video in her video, which is nice of her, and she said she’d put up a link, so
you probably know Estelle… she’s the one who introduced me to this website. Um… but, um, I
guess now you’re wondering why I’m here. I, uh…”
She let out a long sigh, her jaw tensing, before she spoke again. The words sounded as
though someone were physically prying them out of her under threat of torture.
“I was recently diag—diagnosed with breast cancer. Um, Stage I, if that, um, if that
matters. So now I have to like, get this surgery—it’s called a partial… partial… shoot, what’s
it…”
From behind the camera, a second voice chimed in, “Mastectomy.”
“Right! Partial mastectomy. Sorry, I just totally spaced for a second.” She looked back at
the camera. “My surgery’s gonna be in two months or so, and, um, I’m going to be taking out a
loan, which is obviously going to be, um, really hard to pay off. My insurance is shit so they
won’t cover much, and I don’t make much money, so I, um, thought it would be good to do a… I
guess you could call it a side hustle? God. I hate that phrase. But I guess that’s what it is. I… I’ll
try and post… I don’t know, once or twice a week? I, um, don’t really know what I’ll post. So…
whatever you guys want to see, I guess. I know Estelle does Q&As, I can do that. I could also
maybe—”
Quinn closed the video, and clicked over to another favorite creator of hers without
waiting around to see the end of Lenore’s rambling. She didn’t think of her again.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The drive to visit their father wasn’t too bad, all things considered. The prison he’d been
shipped off to was in Georgia, only six hours away by car, which meant Beatrice and Lenore
could usually get up there at least once every couple of months. Of course, could wasn’t the
same as would. Beatrice had been more often than Lenore, but even she sometimes went months
in between trips. She tried to make up for it with phone calls and letters, but Lenore was less
talkative when it came to their dad.
Mostly, she just had no clue what to even say to him.
She still didn’t, which made what they were going up there to do even harder to swallow.
“He’ll be glad to see us,” Beatrice said.
She was driving; usually, they split the duties, one driving on the trip to Georgia and the
other driving them back, but this time, she’d volunteered to handle it on her own. Lenore
strongly suspected this was pity, but decided that in this case, she didn’t care. She hadn’t slept all
night; she’d been too busy staring at the wall and trying to figure out what on earth she’d say.
When the sun rose and her alarm went off, she was still awake—and she still hadn’t come up
with anything decent.
“Hi, Dad, how are the guards treating you? Is the food okay? Not getting shivved? Okay,
great, glad to hear you’re doing well. Now, allow me to ruin it…”
“Do you miss Mom? I do, too. I’ve been thinking a lot about her lately. In fact, I just
found out we have the funniest thing in common…”

96

“You know how Beatrice makes me check my boobs for lumps every month? Well, guess
what!”
Maybe she should just suggest they play hangman and let him piece it together himself.
Beatrice was still talking. “I bet he flips out when he sees your hair.”
“He didn’t flip when he saw yours,” she said.
“Yeah, but, like, was anyone surprised? After I came out, it was bound to happen. It was
either this or start playing softball, otherwise my license would’ve lapsed.”
Lenore chuckled. Her sister had sported an undercut for years. That was actually how she
met Katie. She’d been in cosmetology school at the time, and Beatrice went there for all her
beauty needs because it was cheaper to let someone who didn’t know what they were doing hack
away at your hair than it was to go someplace professional. All the students were being closely
supervised by instructors, who had to approve every single step of the process before they could
move on to the next one. This was how they’d gotten to talking; what should’ve been a fairly
simple process ended up keeping Beatrice in the stylist’s chair for well over two hours,
especially since she’d shown up during a rush.
“Softball?” she repeated. “Does this license dictate you have to choose your stereotype
from the 90s?”
Beatrice reached over with one hand to smack her on the arm. “Don’t straightsplain my
own stereotypes to me.”
“Fair enough.”
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They fell into silence, and Lenore decided to do exactly what Estelle and Beatrice and all
common sense told her not to do: check her analytics. In the last five days, she’d posted two
videos; her introductions, plus a “10 things to get to know me” thing Estelle had suggested.
She’d not gotten any subscribers yet, besides Estelle and Beatrice. She had, however, gotten one
comment, from someone who so bravely chose to remain anonymous.
lmao all the “ums” and “uhs” are making me root for the cancer
After reading that, Lenore quickly deleted it and shut off anonymous comments, but the
words still stuck with her. Which was stupid, because if she were the sort of person to be
bothered by the childish insults of someone who didn’t even have the spine to put a name or face
to their vitriol, she never would’ve gotten through high school in one piece. But still, it stung.
“The internet is full of that shit,” Estelle reminded her when she’d texted her about it. “I
get assholes like that in the comments of every video—trust me, it’s water off a duck’s back after
a while.”
Lenore didn’t want it to be water off a duck’s back. She didn’t want to get to the point
where she was just used to that kind of talk.
At the same time, though, she wanted it to not hurt.
“I’m only at, like, fifty views combined for both videos,” she said.
“Give it time,” Beatrice replied, as she had every time this came up.
“We don’t exactly have that.”
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“I think the key is quantity, like Estelle said. You’re more likely to pop up in searches
and stuff if you have more content.”
Lenore sighed and nodded, allowing herself one more look at the numbers before putting
her phone away. It wouldn’t do any good to sit and wallow, even though there was very little else
to be done at the moment. She forced her thoughts to turn to something less depressing: the
prospect of telling her father she had cancer.
The faded green digits on the car’s clock told her they’d been driving for three hours.
They were about halfway there, and she was still no closer to having come up with something to
say. If it were Beatrice who had bad news, she was sure she’d have come up with a detailed
script and cue cards for every possible response three days ago. Lenore’s plan, such as it were,
was to wing it, and even she realized the plan was terrible.
“Hey,” she said, “you know how you said if there was anything you could do, anything at
all, I should let you know?”
“Lenore, I’m not gonna tell Dad you have cancer.”
“Oh, come on!” She slumped into her seat, letting her head clunk against the window.
“You said anything.”
“Yeah, anything but that.”
*
The first time they’d visited their father following his incarceration, Lenore had been
surprised by how much TV got right. They were extensively patted down and had their bags
searched when they arrived, and she still wasn’t quite used to the dress code. The night before,
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she’d spent a good hour obsessively Googling what was and wasn’t okay—so far, she hadn’t
been in violation, hadn’t been turned away, but she wasn’t taking any chances. Wearing her most
conservative jeans and long-sleeved t-shirt, she raised her arms so the guard could wave the
metal detector over her. Once they were deemed a nonthreat, they were led to a room that had no
windows. It was full of men wearing khaki scrubs, ranging from a man who looked to be about
ninety to a guy who couldn’t have even been old enough to drink, sitting at the tables talking
with their families and friends who had made the trip to visit.
Sitting in one of the uncomfortable metal chairs, Lenore looked around. Even after all
this time, she still wasn’t used to the presence of the guards, and still felt a prickling sense of
unease every time she saw them, watching everyone with guns on their hips. Some had a mean
look about them, like they were just looking for a reason to shoot, but others looked downright
bored. Neither option made her feel particularly safe.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Beatrice jump to her feet, and she looked up to see
Neil Hubbard being escorted towards them by yet another guard. He’d gotten paler and gone a
bit gray around the temples in the years since his arrest, and he’d grown a beard, something he
never did before. Their mother would be handing him a razor the second even the hint of stubble
appeared on his face. But now, within these walls, he looked like a completely different person.
Except for his smile when he saw his daughters. That was still the same.
“Dad,” Beatrice said, rushing to hug him. She held on, squeezing tightly for only a few
seconds before prying herself away.
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“Hey, Bumblebee,” he said, the affectionate name from their childhoods feeling like a
warm breeze in this unhappy room. He looked to his other daughter, reaching out to pull her to
him. “Lenore.”
“Hey, Dad,” she mumbled into his shoulder, hugging him back. She was nearly as tall as
he was, but right now she felt like she did when she was little, when a storm or something she
saw on TV frightened her and she had to cling to him for protection.
She didn’t realize how long she’d been hugging him for until she heard a guard’s voice
say, “That’s enough,” and they reluctantly pulled away.
A pang of resentment went through her as they sat down at the round table. She
should’ve been paying more attention. They’d learned a while ago it was better to break off the
hug on your own, rather than wait for a guard to do it for you. It was less painful for all parties
that way.
His gaze flicked over them both, taking them in. It wasn’t until the third or fourth time he
looked at her that he finally noticed a difference. “Your hair!”
Beatrice nudged her. “Told you.”
Lenore chuckled. “Would you believe I did this myself?”
“With help from three glasses of wine,” Beatrice added dryly.
She dug her heel into her sister’s toe, but she was quickly shoved off. “Narc.”
Neil exhaled. “It’s so good to see you two,” he said, still smiling. His eyes, dark brown
just like Lenore’s, were sunken in and tired, but he looked a good deal better than he had during
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their first view visits. The first year or so was awful; neither of the twins had any idea what to do
in the real world without either of their parents, and he was floundering as he tried to adjust to
life as a prisoner. None of them were much help to the others, and future visits were looked at
with a mixture of impatience and dread.
Their dad seemed to get used to his new surroundings eventually, but they were all still
eagerly counting down the days until he was eligible for parole. He’d been formally sentenced to
ten years—and that was the plea bargain. Some of the people he’d thrown under the bus in
exchange for a reduced sentence would be locked up for another twenty years after he was
released. Whether or not they deserved it, or if her father was just the first who had the selfpreservation to start talking, was something Lenore preferred not to think about.
“How are you?” Beatrice asked.
“Bored, mostly,” he said. “Spend every free second in the library. I’ve been working my
way through Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. No idea what I’ll do after that—I’ve read nearly
everything that looks any good.”
“I’m telling you,” Beatrice said, “you should check out War and Peace. God knows
you’ve got the time.”
“Sweetheart, not even prison is enough to make me read Tolstoy. I don’t have the energy
to keep track of fifty characters in a scene or look up a word every other chapter.”
“Boo!” But she was laughing.
Lenore watched in silence. He was so happy to see them. So, so happy, and she was
going to come in and ruin it. Why couldn’t they put this off until another day?
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“How are things at home?” he asked. “How’s Katie?”
“She’s good! She told me to say hi.”
“Hopefully I’ll get to actually meet her one of these days.”
“That would be nice.”
“How’s work?”
“It’s okay. At least for me.” She gave Lenore a nudge. “Lenore says her boss is still kind
of a dick.”
“Oh, yeah?” He turned to face her. “You still working at that gas station?”
“Convenience store,” she managed to say. “But yeah.”
“What’d your boss do now?”
He was always eager to hear stories of their daily life, even the really boring ones. She
supposed anything would seem exciting compared to life in a medium-low security prison. Or
maybe he just wanted to know that things were still going okay without him. That he hadn’t
completely screwed them over by getting himself arrested.
“I… um, well, I’ve been trying to get more shifts,” she said slowly. “I kind of need extra
money.”
She and Beatrice exchanged a quick glance that did not go unnoticed by their father. His
face dropped into a concerned frown.
“Is something going on?” he asked.
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“Yeah. Um…”
She gave Beatrice a desperate look, hoping she would swoop in and take over. But, for
once, Beatrice seemed to be staying out of it, simply giving her a small nod. As if that was
supposed to push her into action.
Nausea rumbled in her gut and Lenore looked down at her hands folded in her lap. It felt
like the floor was spinning underneath her. Squeezing her eyes shut, she took some deep breaths,
trying to find the words.
“I’m getting nervous,” he said, but he had scarcely finished the last word when Lenore
blurted it out.
“I have cancer.”
Beatrice sucked in a sharp breath and Lenore felt her sister grab her hand under the table.
Forcing her eyes open, she looked up at her father, who stared at her in silent, open-mouthed
shock. His eyes were already shining with tears, and in that instant, Lenore was brought back to
the moment she was told her mother was sick. How devastated he’d been then, how he began to
come apart almost instantly, no matter how much he wanted to be strong for his family. Now, he
was on the brink again, staring at her like he expected her to drop down dead right then and
there.
Lenore couldn’t say anything else. She just stared at him, desperately and wordlessly
apologizing to him. For having to tell him this. For not being here more. For threatening to leave
just like her mom did.
Finally, he said something, and the words were just as frail and broken as she expected.
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“Oh, God.”
And with that, he crumbled.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
If you asked him, Neil Hubbard would say he was in jail because he loved his family.
If you asked the officers who spent years building a case against his old workplace, he
was in jail because he was part of the embezzlement of over fifteen million dollars spanning a
decade. But that was semantics.
The job hadn’t seemed that bad on paper. He was a newlywed when he started, armed
with a degree from a somewhat prestigious school that had put him into debt and an aboveaverage skill with numbers. Before he’d gotten recruited to work at the investment firm, he had
been a CPA. Accounting paid alright, and between that and Gina’s work as a paralegal, they
could make their mortgage payments on the gorgeous house they’d picked out together. Getting
it had been a rash act of foolishness they both knew they’d live to regret even as they did it. It
was their dream home, close to both of their workplaces and having more than enough room for
the family they intended to raise, and they’d agreed to take the higher payments so they could
live there, and worry about how to pay them later. They made it work.
Then Gina announced she was pregnant. A rush of joy flooded him, along with a jolt of
dread, which became an overwhelming feeling of panic when they found out she was pregnant
with twins. Two girls. Double the expenses, right out of the gate.
“We’ll make it work, Neil,” Gina said, when she caught him running the numbers of a
college education for two children in Florida. “We don’t have much of a choice.”
That was certainly true.
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So, the girls came, and money got tighter. They stuck to the letter of their budget and
continued to work at their jobs, hoping that something would happen, and their luck would turn.
And then, like magic, it did.
One of Neil’s college acquaintances reached out to him asking to meet. He explained he
was starting a new investment firm and needed manpower, including people like him who were
good with numbers. Neil agreed to the meeting, despite not having liked the guy much when they
were in school together, not really expecting anything to come of it. That was until he heard the
salary. Enough to secure college for both of the girls and not worry about the mortgage. More
than enough. And all he had to do was keep the company’s books afloat.
He agreed on the spot.
Then he got there and realized his friend’s idea of a business looked suspiciously like a
Ponzi scheme. He supposed, looking back on it later, that he should’ve walked out and gone to
the cops right then, but he didn’t. The money he was set to make was a very alluring reward for
keeping his mouth shut and doing his job, and hell, he figured, it wasn’t as if they were stealing
from average people who were living paycheck-to-paycheck. The firm’s clients were almost all
born wealthy anyway. He found it difficult to drum up any sympathy for the old money that
showed up in management’s office, and he eventually stopped trying to feel bad for them. He
needed the cash more than they did. So the first time he was told to make their records look more
palatable to the IRS or anyone else who might sniff around, and was asked if this would be a
problem, he simply said, “No problem at all.”
When he showed Gina his first paycheck from the new job, her thoughts echoed his own.
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“Holy fuck.” She handed it back to him, laughing in disbelief. “What exactly do you do
now? This sure as hell beats CPA money.”
“Basically the same thing. Doing the math for rich people who can’t handle their own
financials.”
If she suspected anything, she never let on, even for a moment. No real opportunity ever
again presented itself to tell Gina where, exactly, the money was coming from, or so he told
himself. For that, he was glad. He told himself he was glad because that meant she wouldn’t
know anything incriminating and risk getting into trouble if this all blew up in his face. Deep
down, it was because he was afraid that if she knew, she’d tell him to stop—or worse, she’d be
so angry with him that she’d leave. They’d known each other since high school and had been
together for most of that time. He wasn’t interested in finding out what life without her looked
like.
For a while, the worst day of his life was the day Gina told him she was sick, but then it
was topped by the day she decided to stop treatment. Even that paled in comparison to the day
she actually died.
One of the perks of working so closely with management was that so long as he got his
work done, on both sides of the legality fence, they didn’t much care how often he actually
showed up to the office. He took days, weeks off at a time to go to the doctor with Gina or stay
home and look after her, no matter how much she told him it wasn’t necessary. He gladly gave
up sleep and a social life in exchange for spending every possible moment with her, especially
after she decided she was done with chemo, asking her if she needed anything and only halfbelieving her when she said no.
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The morning of the day she died, she’d convinced him to go into the office. Actually, she
hadn’t so much convinced him as ordered him, saying, “I love you, but if you spend the day
hovering over me, I’m going to lose my shit. I just want a day to myself.” He relented, not
without arguing, and regretted it for the rest of his life.
Looking back, he wondered if she knew what was coming. She hadn’t hinted at knowing
her time was running out in the preceding days, but perhaps she just wanted to stop him from
crumbling. Or maybe she was just as surprised as anyone else. There was no way to know for
certain what was going on inside her head.
Lenore had been there, home sick from school. She was asocial enough that Gina was, for
all intents and purposes, home alone like she said she wanted. The second that he got a phone
call at work, he knew something was wrong. He stared at the phone as it rang, feeling the air
drain out of his lungs and trying to convince himself that he was simply paranoid.
“Dad?” Her voice was shaky.
“Hey.” He looked up to see if anyone was coming towards his office. Luckily, no one
was. “Is everything okay?”
“Um… um, no, I don’t, um, I don’t think so. I… Mom was watching TV downstairs and I
was taking a nap, and, um, I came downstairs to—I saw her laying there and she’s not… she’s
not breathing. She won’t wake up.”
Neil fell silent. He knew what that meant. Anyone would know what that meant. But he
didn’t believe it, he couldn’t believe it, it couldn’t be true. He didn’t realize how long he sat
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there, staring at the wall ahead of him, phone in hand, desperately trying to convince himself that
he was simply misunderstanding her.
“Dad.” Lenore’s voice finally broke through his stupor. “Dad, I think Mom’s—”
“I’m coming home.” He cut her off before she could say the word. The word he knew
was coming, the one they’d all known was coming for months now. “I’ll be there in twenty—
fifteen minutes.”
“O-okay. Should I do something?”
“No.” There was nothing she could do, after all.
When he got home and saw Gina laying there, he knew it was over. That didn’t stop him
from kneeling next to her, holding her hand like he had so many times before and trying to wake
her, because what was the harm in reaching for the impossible one last time? When he’d
imagined this, on the rare occasions he’d allowed his mind to go there rather than pretend he still
believed she would recover, he’d also assumed he’d be by her side when she passed. He’d
imagined getting to say “I love you” one more time, hear her say something before she went.
Instead, he was kneeling on the floor, trying to get a final goodbye from someone who had
already left.
He thought his last words to his wife before he left for work that morning were, “I love
you,” but he was never sure, and he hated that he wasn’t sure.
The next few weeks were a blur. Neil barely spoke to anyone unless he had to. Beatrice,
God bless her, tried to help, just as she had tried to help her mom, but her attempts rarely
accomplished much. If he acknowledged them, it was only to humor her, and there were only so
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many times he could half-heartedly promise to look into grief counseling or whatever it was she
was convinced would make this all better. Eventually, either she got the message, or he got better
at faking it. And Lenore… well, it was a good day if Neil was even sure of where she was or
what she was getting up to. The girls had a curfew, and there were house rules, but he got pretty
lax about enforcing them. They were older now, he reasoned. He trusted his daughters. They
were smart. Beatrice was nothing if not self-sufficient, a well-oiled machine of productivity, and
Lenore hated to be hovered over almost as much as Gina had. He’d never been much of a
disciplinarian, anyway.
Neighbors questioned this approach, more often behind his back but occasionally
someone would be concerned enough to do so to his face. But his response was always the same.
“If they haven’t flunked out, gotten arrested, or gotten hurt, I’ve done my job just fine.” He stood
by that, and when they finished high school and quietly moved out, Beatrice giving him six
months’ advance notice and Lenore casually mentioning it a week before she left, he allowed
himself to think he’d done okay. Not exceptional, he wasn’t that delusional. But they were alive,
weren’t they? He’d provided for them, hadn’t he? Of course he had. And he always would.
That had been the plan, at least.
He’d been living alone for a little over a month when the firm was raided. He found out
later that an investigation had been happening in the background of his life for years by that
point. He’d never suspected a thing. He supposed that was his downfall; he’d seen enough crime
movies to know the operation was unsustainable. And it wasn’t as though he’d ever thought that
highly of the intelligence of the man who’d brought him aboard. Still, he supposed he got a
better deal than most of the protagonists of those films; no one shot at him or threatened to burn
111

off his fingerprints or anything like that. Even the raid was boring; just a bunch of assholes in
uniform showed up at his office in the middle of the day and told them, essentially, that they
could do this the easy way or the hard way.
Neil chose the easy way. He knew, the second the lead investigator flashed his badge and
announced why they were there, that he was going to jail. And he decided then and there, he
would be the first to talk.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Lenore had trouble sleeping that night, unable to forget the look on her father’s face when
she told him her diagnosis. The rest of the visit had been awful. Too much crying, too many
questions for her to feel at all comfortable. She’d done her best to endure it, telling her father
she’d be just fine, as if she had any real control over that. That might have only made him feel
worse. After all, he’d heard the same assurances from his wife.
Beatrice did what she could to calm things down, chattering away about all the research
she’d done about Dr. Patel and about how Lenore had a plan to get the money together for
surgery. Talk of money faded away quickly. Too much of that, and they’d be forced to confront
the fact that money wouldn’t be a concern if someone hadn’t gotten himself caught.
It was rare that Lenore looked forward to going to work, but the Monday after the visit, it
was a relief to walk into the bleach-scented, artificially lit haven of Quicky’s, if only for the
sense of normality. Visiting her father always increased her appreciation for her life, at least until
the first customer of the day showed up and reminded her why she hated working in retail.
“Morning,” she said, tossing her bag into a locker in the break room. Marty was already
there, enjoying his last minutes before his shift started by playing around on his phone.
“Hey.” He didn’t tear his eyes away from his game, one of the approximately three
million Candy Crush knockoffs he was addicted to. “How was the visit?”
“Depressing.” She’d told Marty where she’d be spending her Saturday when he asked
about her plans for the weekend, but hadn’t told him the reason for the trip. “I’ll probably be
going back up there in the next couple months.”
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Before they’d left, in an effort to make her father feel better, she’d promised she’d try and
come and see him one more time before the surgery. This was perhaps a foolish promise to
make. She had no idea if she’d have time as the date of operation drew closer, and getting
approved for a visit wasn’t always a quick process, with whoever was in charge of vetting the
visiting request forms often taking their sweet time before they decided the twins wouldn’t be
trying to perform a prison break. Lenore and Beatrice had been on Neil’s list of visitors since the
start, and they had never been denied before, but you never knew when bureaucracy would
decide to fuck things up just for the fun of it.
“Do you have any idea when Roger’s supposed to come in?” she asked.
“Half an hour or so. Why? Want to know when to take your break?”
“If only. I gotta talk to him.”
He looked up then. “Please tell me you’re not going to quit. I have so few coworkers I
don’t hate. If you quit, me and Roger are the only ones opening on Fridays, and it’s just us for
three hours until Doug comes in.”
She cracked a small smile. “Relax,” she said. “I promise I’m not going to quit. I just have
to talk to him about some stuff is all.”
The first half hour of their shift passed uneventfully, with only a couple of customers who
thankfully didn’t make nuisances of themselves. Lenore swept the dull brown floor, tending to
the same few feet over and over again, pushing the dust around more than she actually cleaned it
away. The broom moving mechanically in her hands, she stared at the wall and tried to organize
her thoughts—her favorite pointless task as of late.
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Roger rolled in ten minutes before his shift was set to start, pre-punctual as always. Just
watching him bustle around the store was exhausting. How could someone exude so much
hyper-productivity and seriousness when he was just inspecting the counter for dust and
rearranging a shelf of Pringles? She hastened to finish up the sweeping, including actually
getting the dirt out of the corner, before stowing the broom away and approaching her boss with
a lump in her throat.
“Um, can we talk?”
“Is this your two weeks’ notice?” he asked.
“What? No!” She shook her head. “No, it’s nothing like that.”
“Good. Conducting interviews is such a pain. What is it?”
“Actually…” She cast a glance over at Marty, who was working on fixing the slushie
machine, which couldn’t seem to go a week without malfunctioning. Keeping it in working order
was a top priority. If the tourists couldn’t get their cherry-flavored brain freeze, they would riot.
“Can we talk in private?”
Roger sighed, irritated at being torn away from the counter, but agreed, leading her into
the break room. They sat down at the table, Lenore folding her hands in her lap and jiggling her
leg in a way that she knew drove him insane, but when she tried to stop, her hands would shake
instead.
“What’s the problem?” he asked.
“I’m, um, going to need some time off in the near future,” she began. “I don’t know
when—”
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“Lenore. You know as well as I do that you have to submit a written request at least three
days before your designated day off so I can update the schedule. Don’t bother me with this until
you know when your vacation is going to be.”
“It’s not a vacation!” she snapped. “It’s medical.” She took a deep breath, or at least tried
to. Lately, her lungs never seemed to want to cooperate with her, leaving her feeling dizzy and
flustered any time she had to say something important. No matter how many times she had to say
it, she had a feeling it would never get any easier. “I have cancer.”
Roger’s beady eyes widened, but he said nothing, leaving her to try and fill the silence.
Something about deadly illnesses tended to make people a little uncomfortable. She couldn’t
imagine why.
“I, um, I’m going to have surgery in a few weeks—probably a little over a month. I’ll let
you know as soon as I have the exact date. I just, um, thought you should get a heads-up.”
“Well,” he finally said. He said it as a declaration, a full sentence. There was a lengthy
pause before he said, “This does explain a lot. Your work lately has been lackluster, even for
you. I assumed you were having issues with a boyfriend or something and I have to say, I was
rather disappointed in you. Remember what I’ve told you about leaving your personal problems
at the door?”
Her gaze was steel. “Oh, don’t worry about me, I probably won’t die, thanks for being
concerned,” she droned.
“Oh—yes, yes, that’s good. You’ve found a good doctor, I hope?”
“I think so.”
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“I suppose this is why you wanted extra hours.”
“Yeah. Now that you know why, is there…?”
Her hopes were quickly dashed by a dismissive wave of his hand. “Sorry, Lenore. No
extra shifts available, no exceptions.”
“Thanks a lot, Roger.”
“Now, this surgery, do you know how long your recovery period is expected to be? I’ll
need to find people to cover for you while you’re out…”
*
After finishing her shift at Quicky’s, Lenore usually liked to collapse in bed or on the
couch so she could recover in time to drag her ass out of bed the next morning and do the whole
thing over again. Her days were usually monotonous, only broken up by the occasional
interference of a boyfriend and the rather more common intrusions by Beatrice. But her
diagnosis had kicked the door down and trashed every aspect of her life, up to and including her
leisure.
Estelle came over an hour after Lenore texted her that she was home, like they had
agreed. Just like the day they met, she was pristinely groomed and well-dressed. She came
carrying a small plastic tub.
“Oh, this is nice,” Estelle said, looking around the poorly lit, sparsely decorated shoebox
Lenore called home. The only sort of personal flair she’d added was a poster for some French
movie she’d never seen, which covered a crack she’d put in the wall moving her couch in here.
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She knew that eventually, she’d move, and the landlord would see it and then she’d be in trouble,
but with the poster there, she could pretend that day wasn’t coming.
“Do you want something to drink? Soda or something?” Lenore asked, closing and
locking the door while Estelle set the tub down on the couch.
“Just water or tea is fine,” she said, opening the lid with a click. “Where do you want to
film?”
After quickly washing and drying one of the three cups she owned, she brought out a
drink of water and set it on the coffee table. “Out here, I guess. My room’s sort of a disaster area.
Thanks for bringing all this stuff. I really don’t know what I’m doing.”
“No problem.” She took out a small tripod. “This works for holding your phone while
you film, so it won’t get all shaky. I switched to filming on a regular video camera, so I had to
get a new one, so feel free to keep this. I also brought one of my old ring lights. It’s a little
flickery sometimes but it gets the job done. If you keep doing this for a while, you may have to
look into buying a camera, microphone, different lighting setups, maybe some editing software.
But this should get you set up for a start.”
Lenore frowned. “All that stuff doesn’t sound cheap.”
“It isn’t,” she admitted.
“How much have you spent on video equipment?”
“Oh, God, don’t ask me that.” She shook her head with a laugh. “It makes me sound
either super sad or super vain. I prefer to think of myself as super dedicated. I’m pretty sure my
mother would have a heart attack if I told her how much it costs to make a video.”
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“Isn’t the whole point to make money?”
“Yeah. But you know the phrase, you have to spend money to make money? That’s
doubly true for FundMyLife. So many people to compete with! I mean, I guess you know that
now.” Upon seeing Lenore’s uneasy expression, Estelle hastily added, “But don’t worry, you’ll
be fine. I’m sure of it. Especially since you don’t need to pay for the starting equipment.”
“Thanks. Hopefully it’ll be all I need.”
“You don’t think this’ll turn into a full-time gig?”
Then it was Lenore’s turn to laugh. “Uh, no. Have you seen me in front of the camera?”
“Oh, I didn’t think you were that bad.”
Lenore snorted.
“Really, I don’t! Everyone starts somewhere. You just need to get used to the setup. That
usually takes a few tries. I didn’t know what I was doing either for the first couple weeks. Well,
months. But I got better, is the point.”
“I hope you’re right. But I don’t think I’ll be turning this into my job-job any time soon.”
“How come?”
“Besides the fact that I’m bad at it?”
“For now,” she insisted.
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“For now. I just… I dunno, I just don’t think it’s for me.” She scratched the back of her
neck, sitting down on the couch. “I mean, don’t you ever get nervous, all those people watching
you all the time?”
Estelle looked taken aback by the question. “They’re not watching me, they’re watching
videos.”
“Is there really a difference?”
“Absolutely. They only see what I want them to see,” she said. She sat down on the
couch next to her. “You get to pick and choose what parts of yourself to share. And it’s not like
anyone on the site is getting famous enough for tabloids to go and take pictures of them taking
out the trash in sweatpants or whatever.”
“I guess that’s true. I just… well, I was reading the comments last night on some of your
videos, and… some of them just seemed a little… invasive?”
“How so?”
“Like… here.” She pulled out her phone and brought up Estelle’s latest video. Pausing it
before she could finish her introductory Good morning, everyone!, she scrolled down to where
her loyal viewers had left their thoughts with varying degrees of literacy. “Like this one asking if
you’re keeping up with your treatments and going to support group and everything. That just
seems a little presumptuous.”
“They subscribed to help me beat cancer.” She shrugged. “Makes sense they’d want to
know how it’s going.”
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“Okay, what about this guy calling you ‘sunshine’ and telling you that you have ‘nice
bones’? I’m pretty sure this is the same guy who, on another video, said he made a picture of you
his lockscreen.”
“Oh, that’s just Bill. He’s sort of my channel’s pet creep. He comments on basically
every video.”
“And this doesn’t bother you?”
“Eh.” Estelle wiggled her hand noncommittally. “I don’t love it. But he seems fairly
harmless, and he does give me a hundred bucks a month. If he ever got to be a real problem, I
wouldn’t put up with it. But for a hundred bucks, I can deal with a weird crush from some rando
in Wisconsin.”
“Why do you know where he lives?”
“He mentioned it when speculating on where we’d live if we ever met and inevitably fell
in love.”
Lenore blinked. “Estelle, you realize you have a stalker.”
“I don’t think it’s technically stalking until he sends me a lock of his hair or a dead
animal in the mail or shows up at my house or something.”
“Okay, well, either way, it’s creepy!”
“Yeah, but Bill’s an outlier. Most of my subscribers are chill, normal people who have
never asked me what my ring size is. Once your videos blow up a little, you’ll see. You’ll get a
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bunch of nice people who want to help you, and maybe one or two semi-benign weirdos. Trust
me, the money and support are worth dealing with the weirdos.”
This didn’t strike Lenore as the safest or best course of action, but she wasn’t the one
who did this as a full-time job, so what did she know? And the fact was, she couldn’t exactly
afford to be picky. She needed the money, and she needed it soon, no matter if it came from a
well-adjusted person who only wanted to help her out of the goodness of their heart, or if it came
from a stalker who wanted to make her a shrine. At this point, money was money. That was why
she’d asked Estelle to help her with the equipment, and why she’d decided to do something that
she knew she wouldn’t enjoy: put out a video every day for a week.
It was a tall order, especially for a newcomer who didn’t want to be in the business at all,
but if it could help her gain some traction, it would be worth it.
*
@ZakFromFundMyLife: HAPPY FRIDAY, GIVERS!! It’s time for another FRIDAY
FAVES. Give your favorite creators a shoutout down in the replies! I’m always looking for new
faces to feature on the front page! Thanks for keeping FundMyLife awesome. - Zak
(56 retweets, 199 replies, 8.2k likes.)
@tangerine_fairy: lmao quit pretending zak runs this account we all know it’s some
intern who probably doesn’t get paid
@ulyssesisntdead: what makes you say that
@tangerine_fairy: everything in the post is spelled correctly
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@bringback_guillotine: RELEASE YOUR TAX RETURNS, ZAKARY.
@cornelia89: please don’t release your tax returns, zakary, if the site gets shut
down i don’t pay my bills lmao (also thanks to everyone nominating me!! xx)
@bringback_guillotine: honey no one is nominating you lmao
@cornelia89: WELL THEY COULD START.
@vivalaveronica: Day 67 Of Asking You To Make Estelle Vernon a Featured Creator
@67stevonnie: ^^^^^^^^^
@aimeechen: YES. estelle works harder than anyone else on that site i swear
smh
@haileyhasheart: ooh i love her. also lenore hubbard!! she’s new but i really like
her
@aimeechen: omg i hadn’t heard of her but i just looked her up and shes SO
CUTE. lil awkward though.
@haileyhasheart: yeah but i think that’ll get better. and she posts a LOT.
@aimeechen: did she say why she needs cash???
@haileyhasheart: breast cancer :/
@aimeechen: omg poor thing!!
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@hallowedout: idk she feels a little insincere/cardboard? like she doesn’t wanna
be here
@r0land4life: just watched 2 vids from her. she’s rusty but kind of funny. i may
give her a shot
@haileyhasheart: YASSSS JOIN ME
@matthewpitts: Zakary, if this is actually you, I’ve been DMing you to follow up on
my interview requests for several weeks now. You said you were open to talk, so let’s
talk. (If this is an intern, please disregard and I’m sorry they’re paying you in
experience.)
@stylinsonwife23: LMAO THIRSTY
@rawmecaptainamerica: ????? requesting an interview is thirsty now???
@stylinsonwife23: what does he want to interview him for?? position of
husband? seems gay
@rawmecaptainamerica: bitch he is literally a journalist. doing his job.
@stylinsonwife23: yeah???? and???? thirst is thirst even if you’re getting paid
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
It was just after another support group meeting that Lenore broke the double digits in
subscriber count. She hadn’t intended to attend another meeting, with or without Beatrice. After
all, she’d only gone to the first one to get her sister off her back, not because she’d actually
wanted to go. Even though she was willing to concede it as a net positive, what with having met
Estelle and all, that didn’t mean she’d repeat the experiment.
But, after a long week of work, filming, editing, navigating the few comments she got
(most were friendly, but a few were downright rude, including one guy who made a couple of
very charming cancer jokes before she blocked him), she was surprised to find herself actually
sort of wanting to go. Maybe it was just to have a change of pace, to do something besides sit at
home alone. Or maybe it was because it was nice to have a room full of people who were more
or less in the same boat as her. So, she arrived almost exactly on time, and was glad to see that
Estelle had come as well. She took the seat next to hers.
She didn’t tell Beatrice she was going, though. If you let Beatrice know she’d been right
about something after you’d tried to argue before, you would never hear the end of it.
She didn’t talk during the meeting. There were moments when she considered it, like
when Toby asked if there was anyone who had any concerns or complaints they wanted to share
with the group.
“Complaining is fully encouraged here,” he said with a playful smile. “Complaining is
how we make sure we don’t lose our shit at the doctors who are treating us.”
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Lenore thought it over. She certainly had things to complain about. The insurance
company, the fact that her dad was in jail and currently losing his mind over her diagnosis, the
cost of the surgery. The stress of trying to raise money, of trying to navigate FundMyLife and
not lose her mind learning how to edit videos on the fly. And, oh yeah, the ever-looming specter
of death. And yet, she couldn’t bring herself to speak. Not after hearing Vinnie talk about his
physical therapy after having a leg amputated. Not after hearing Joan talk about the difficulties of
chemo. Not after hearing about how Zelda only had another year or so left to live. Although she
had spent the last week or so discussing her unfortunate circumstances on-camera for her (very)
slowly growing audience, Lenore found it downright impossible to feel like she had the right to
do so now.
In some ways, hearing everyone else talk about their troubles made her feel better. Not
because hers didn’t suddenly seem so bad—things were still objectively shitty—but because of
the reminder that she wasn’t the only person suffering terrible luck. But in others, it just made
her feel worse. After all, terrible luck was just that. Terrible luck. None of these people, herself
included, had done a thing to bring this on themselves. She had always been well aware of the
fact that life isn’t fair, but that didn’t mean the constant reminders were anything less than cold
and cruel.
She’d been silent the whole meeting, only talking with Estelle as they left the room to
walk out to the parking lot together. Estelle had shared a little, cheerfully mentioning that she
was due for another round of radiation therapy in a couple weeks, that she was glad to have such
a good doctor but that she wasn’t looking forward to the nausea and fatigue.
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“Last time I was curled up on the bathroom floor for hours,” she said, voice light and
breezy. “I ended up sleeping there.”
Lenore dreaded that part of her treatment, but was determined not to think too much
about it until the surgery was behind her.
“How many times have you done radiation?” she asked, shielding her eyes against the
sunlight as she and Estelle stepped out into the parking lot. The rec center was busy that day,
which she figured was due either to the kids’ martial arts class going on at the same time, or the
ballroom dancing class for the recently divorced.
“Oh, God, don’t even ask.” She started ticking the numbers off on her fingers, perfectly
painted pink nails sparkling as she went. “Each round is, like, three, four-ish weeks, and you do
five sessions a week per round—”
“Five per week?”
“Yeah.” She gave her a confused squint. “Didn’t your doctor tell you this?”
“We’ve mostly been talking about the surgery—and I’ve been dealing with billing and
getting a loan and everything. She gave me some pamphlets and articles to read, but I haven’t…”
Estelle cringed. “Uh… yeah, you may wanna look at those. Know what to expect.”
“You mean besides getting fired?” Lenore shook her head. “There’s no way Roger will
let me have that much time off.”
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“Well, after you get used to everything and the setup, each session is usually less than an
hour, so you can probably squeeze them in around work. And doesn’t he legally have to give you
time off for medical stuff anyway?”
“I’m honestly not sure.”
It was absolutely illegal to fire someone for having cancer. Lenore had looked that up
because she frankly wouldn’t have put it past Roger. But it wasn’t illegal to fire someone for
missing a ton of work, and she wasn’t sure where the line was legally drawn there. She’d have to
ask Beatrice to put her obsessive research skills to good use. He would probably back down if he
thought she might actually sue and have a chance at winning.
Her phone buzzed, and when she opened the notification, she was greeted with a gif of
Zakary Rut blowing a kazoo, wearing a party hat with the FundMyLife logo on it, and some
animated text.
CONGRATS ON TEN GIVERS, LENORE HUBBARD! KEEP UP THE GOOD WORK!
“Huh?” She clicked over to the analytics of her latest video, and felt her heart leap when
she saw that it now had just over a hundred views… and that the number had gone up after she
refreshed the page. “Holy shit. I have ten people following me,” she told Estelle, who stopped
walking and quickly rushed over to peer over her shoulder. “And now I’m earning… eighteen
bucks a month.”
She promptly deflated again. It wasn’t too much of a surprise. FundMyLife had a “choose
what you pay” model for givers. Some creators, like Estelle, kept certain content reserved for
people who paid a certain amount, but Lenore did not, feeling she didn’t have anything good
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enough to justify that. Of her ten givers, eight had chosen to give her the minimum of a dollar a
month, while the other two had gone up to the next rung to five a month.
Still. Ten people was something. Ten people could share and recommend her to others.
Ten people could grow into more.
The latest person to start giving to her had left a message with her sign-up notice.
aimeechen: just watched all your videos in one sitting lol. love them love you (obvi
otherwise I wouldn’t have subscribed!!) but you do need to get a lil more comfy in front of the
camera. maybe a livestream or something would help you get used to it. anyway can’t wait to see
what you post next. best of luck w your treatment!
“She has a point.” Estelle’s voice caused Lenore to jump, and she looked to see that she
was still reading over her shoulder. “Livestreams are a bit rough but if you can get through one
of them, you’ll find scripted videos easy by comparison. Or at least I did.”
“I don’t know. I mean, what do I even talk about?” She put her phone away. “I have a
hard enough time coming up with topics for ten-minute videos.”
“Just talk about whatever.” She waved a hand. “Wing it.”
“And if I choke or run out of stuff to say?”
“Then I’ll ask a question to get you talking again.” She smiled. “I’ll watch the whole time
and keep the chat moving. People will stick around longer if they’re talking to people in the chat,
and if more people are watching…”
“…More people will come watch,” Lenore finished. “You’ll be like a plant.”
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“Exactly. Just clear out an hour or two to talk about whatever you like, and you should
pull in a couple new subscribers. People like interacting directly with creators; it feels more
personal that way. Plus it makes you seem friendlier.”
“And all I have to do is not humiliate myself and keep everyone intoxicated with my
natural charm and charisma,” she said dryly. “Easy-peasy.”
*
In the three days between announcing the livestream and the actual event, Lenore’s
subscriber count had climbed to sixteen, and she was now making twenty-five dollars per month.
She thought about asking Estelle how much time and how many videos it took for her to be able
to start living off the site, but she had a feeling the answer would just depress her.
She didn’t need to live off the site. She just needed to keep this going long enough to pay
off the cost of the surgery.
FundMyLife also had a feature for one-time donations, which was how Estelle made a
good chunk of her extra play money—and where she encouraged Lenore to focus her energies.
“Giving money every month is a commitment a lot of people won’t make,” she said, “but
you’d be surprised how many people will give ten or twenty bucks on the spot because you
laughed at their stupid joke on camera.”
It was with this thought in mind that Lenore sat cross-legged on her couch, her laptop
sitting in front of her, the light as good as she could possibly get it, and pressed the “start
livestream” button.
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For the first five minutes, it was just her, Estelle, and Beatrice—not even Beatrice, since
she admitted that she was just going to leave the stream open in the background to help the
numbers while she did some chores around her apartment. It was odd to talk to Estelle this way,
Lenore speaking into her camera and then waiting for her to respond via a text that would pop up
onscreen, but she supposed it was good practice for when people started coming in.
And, slowly, one by one, they did. There were four names Lenore recognized from her
giver list, plus a handful of others she’d never seen before. Her skin flushed with red as she read
the names and realized, there were real, live, actual people behind them. Real, live, actual people
with standards and judgey comments they could leave. And she was on display for all of them to
see, unedited and unscripted. She felt naked.
Even so, she swallowed the lump in her throat and forced out a chirpy greeting, just like
Estelle always did.
“Um… hi, everyone!” Her voice sounded unnaturally perky and high-pitched even to her,
so she took a deep breath and tried for something more natural. “Hi. I’m… Lenore, but I guess
you probably know that. This is my first time trying anything like this, so, uh, I guess you’ll have
to let me know how I’m doing in the comments.”
Seconds later, the screen got a small flood of notes.
haileyhasheart: hi!!!
aimeechen: lol can i take partial credit for this??
estellevernon: <3 <3 i believe in you!!
doubleohseventyfive: speak up plz
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spiderqueen5: wait estelle watches you? small world
That last comment gave her a rush of hope. Someone had found her without Estelle’s
assistance. That was good. Maybe this would work.
gaiellowaslying: WILL DONATE $500 FOR TIT PICKS
Or maybe not. While the other viewers unleashed a stream of profanity and beratement
on the commenter, Lenore quickly removed and blocked him from the stream. Clearing her
throat, she grasped for something interesting to say.
“So. Uh. I’m going to be getting a partial mastectomy in a few weeks, which, shocker, is
really expensive. Billing at my doctor’s office says it’ll probably be about fifteen grand, and my
insurance company—oh, thank you!”
To her surprise, a notification that one of the viewers had made a one-time instant
donation of ten dollars popped up on screen. She sat up a little straighter and smiled reading the
name.
“Thank you, ‘haileyhasheart,’ that was nice of you. Um, anyway, where was I? Oh… So,
my insurance company is sort of shit—I’m not saying their name here because I wouldn’t put it
past them to find some way to sue me—and they’re only covering $5,000 of the surgery. I know
$5,000 sounds like a lot, but trust me, in cancer money, it’s basically nothing.”
spiderqueen5: what are your chances
She blinked. “For getting the money together?”
spiderqueen5: no
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Lenore hesitated, half-hoping the small crowd of voyeurs would descend on this person
like they had the guy from before. She wanted someone to absolve her, say she didn’t have to
answer if she didn’t want to. She wanted someone to ask why on earth they would ask such a
thing.
But, after ten agonizing seconds, during which she simply sat and stared at her screen,
nobody said a word.
Finally, two new comments popped up in rapid succession.
aimeechen: ah, she blinked!
aimeechen: thought you froze up for a sec there lol
Lenore cleared her throat and tried to regain her composure, rubbing her neck
absentmindedly. “Um… well…”
She couldn’t explain why, but the idea of refusing to answer made her feel guilty, like
they’d suspect her of something or get angry. It was a question anyone was bound to have, right?
Even if it was a question that they’d never dare ask someone face-to-face, it was still a question
they’d want to know the answer to. And it was obvious no one was going to let her off the hook.
“If the surgery goes okay, my chances are about as good as you can hope for with
cancer,” she said. “Obviously, nothing is certain and there are always outliers and that’s really
scary to think about, but since we caught it super-early, I’ll probably be okay. Statistically, at
least, I’ll probably be okay.”
Assuming, of course, she didn’t have a recurrence, the thought of which made her feel
sick to her stomach. There was no way she was going to get into that possibility with a bunch of
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people she didn’t even know. It was bad enough they already had to know that she was sick in
the first place.
Amidst her moment of dread, she scarcely noticed the flood of comments.
aimeechen: love to hear it!! hope all goes well xx keep us posted
haileyhasheart: you said you’re stage 1 in one of your vids right?? numbers are def on
your side, keep your head up!
doubleohseventyfive: just googled the survival rate. you’re lucky
doubleohseventyfive: most people with cancer don’t get odds anywhere that good
Lenore was pretty sure they knew exactly what numbers from what study they were
talking about. She’d Googled different variations of the question, “How likely is it that this will
kill me?” countless times over the last couple of weeks. The five-year survival rate for women
with Stage I breast cancer was in the ballpark of about ninety percent, according to every
credible website she could find. (She considered anything ending with “.org” on the first page of
Google to be credible.) On paper, those were fantastic odds. But paper couldn’t capture the
reality, the constant, overarching fear that she would be exception that proved the rule, the one
person out of every ten who would bite it. And that beautiful, promising number didn’t account
for the days after year five. In five years, Lenore wouldn’t be quite thirty yet. She’d have a lot of
life ahead of her—or not. A thirty-year-old would provide the cancer plenty of opportunities to
come back. Plenty of opportunities for all the progress to be wiped away as if it never happened
at all, and to be sent right back to square one.
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She thought of her conversation with Toby, at her very first support group meeting, and
she realized it would probably be a long, long time before she’d stop holding her breath at every
checkup, stop expecting everything to go wrong once again.
But she didn’t say any of that to her audience. She couldn’t. Instead, she forced a grin,
nodded, and agreed. Most cancer patients weren’t this lucky. Most cancer patients would kill for
odds that good. She couldn’t argue that point.
For nearly half an hour, things went smoothly, at least outwardly. Inwardly, she was still
a bundle of stage fright and unease, but no one seemed to notice—or if they did, they at least
didn’t call her on it. Lenore answered questions, told anecdotes about meeting with her doctor
and telling people about her diagnosis. She couldn’t bring herself to talk about her father, about
the way he’d gone to pieces in the visiting room, so instead she talked about Beatrice, spinning
her compulsive research as little more than an amusing quirk. It was easier that way, both for her
and the audience. She didn’t have to talk about her concerns about fear of what her illness was
doing to her family, and they didn’t have to hear anything that would upset them too badly. It
worked. Gradually, a couple more viewers trickled in to watch, and every now and then, a
donation would come in. When the livestream passed the half-hour mark, she’d made a little less
than a hundred dollars, which wasn’t much, but was still far more than she’d expected to get in
one night.
fyreflie: are you really sick
The comment came through with little fanfare and absolutely no prompting, such that
Lenore almost didn’t notice it. It probably would’ve been better for her if she hadn’t. When she
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did spot it, she read it three times, blinking confusedly, wondering what on earth could’ve
prompted such a question.
“Sorry, um—‘fyreflie,’ you asked if I’m… really sick?”
The words came out hesitant and awkward, but even as she said them, Lenore felt a fire
beginning to brew in the depths of her chest. She understood what they were asking. How could
she not?
fyreflie: you don’t act sick, you don’t look sick
fyreflie: this site has loads of scammers and freeloaders trying to trick people into giving
money
fyreflie: bet thats why your insurance won’t pay up they saw right through you
fyreflie: my sister’s friend has cancer so i know what it looks like
fyreflie: someone whos’ sick enough to need surgery wouldn’t be able to work or go out
as much as you say you do
fyreflie: you don’t look sick in any of your vids
fyreflie: just admit you’re fuckin lying lmao
aimeechen: wowwwww look out guys we got a fucking vigilante in here
spiderqueen5: troll. everyone report?
estellevernon: ^^^^^^
fyreflie: don’t report i’m just being honest cuz this bitch won’t lol
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Lenore was silent, staring at the words as they hovered on the screen. The fire in her
chest had gone out, now replaced by a deadly cold chill. She sucked in a sharp breath, trying to
calm her racing mind, but the ship had sailed on that. Her phone buzzed on the couch next to her,
and she gave it a brief glance. It was a text message from Estelle.
just kick them out and move on.
When she didn’t respond or do anything for another few seconds, Estelle sent another
message.
trust me. don’t even acknowledge. getting mad on here is never worth it in the end.
Lenore took a couple deep breaths. Estelle knew what she was talking about. She’d been
doing this awhile; she knew how it worked. If she said she should stay calm, she should stay
calm. She could always rant and rave to Beatrice later. She just had to kick this asshole out. She
could do that. No problem.
She pulled up the list of viewers, and she found the commenter’s name. But before she
could click “Ban Viewer,” two more messages popped up.
fyreflie: you a fucking scammer just like your daddy?
fyreflie: first page of google, how are any of you fallin for this
“Okay.”
The word came out quiet, but in the emptiness of her living room and the silent ramblings
of the chat, it may as well have been a gunshot. Lenore folded her hands on her lap and looked
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straight into the camera. All sense of self-consciousness and unease had completely evaporated,
replaced only by fury, which came out of her in clipped, even words.
“So, congratulations. You did a single search of my name and learned my deep, dark
secret that literally every person I went to school with knows. I bet you feel really tough. Tell
me, is this what you do with all your evenings? Go into random livestreams, harassing people
who don’t have any clue who the fuck you are or why they should care, digging up their personal
lives?”
Her phone buzzed three times. Estelle again, probably. She ignored her.
“If you really don’t believe me, I can’t force you to. But I think this is less about you,
with your big heart, being so very deeply concerned that I’m scamming people, and more about
you being a pathetic little rat who has nothing going on in their life. I don’t have anything going
on in my life other than trying to not die of cancer, and guess what? You don’t see me going
around taking it out on everybody else. You’re obviously compensating for something, and it’s a
really bad look. So do us all a favor and get the fuck off this site. Get a real hobby, get a fucking
job, hell, get cancer if that’s what it’ll take to make you fucking interesting. Maybe then you’ll
develop some empathy. Jesus.”
The chat was losing its collective mind.
doubleohseventyfive: OKAY that overstepped
haileyhasheart: GHJKIJHGFHJKJH
doubleohseventyfive: like cmon you of all people should understand why that was too
far. disappointed in u
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spiderqueen5: YIKES
spiderqueen5: i mean you want to talk about a bad look…
aimeechen: *eats popcorn*
fyreflie has left the livestream.
With that, Lenore smiled.
“Good night, everyone.”
And with that, she ended the recording.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
It was past noon by the time Lenore woke up. She had the night shift at Quicky’s, so she
had allowed herself to sleep in. She needed it after the night before. After logging out, she’d
stayed up, rage-cleaning her apartment for a couple hours, ranting and raving to no one in
particular, until finally, she wore herself out and fell asleep in her clothes.
Sitting up in bed and rubbing her eyes, she absentmindedly reached for her phone.
You have: 23 new text messages, 100+ FundMyLife notifications, 56 new emails
“Well,” she muttered, “that can’t be good.”
She checked her texts first. Three were from Estelle.
10:24 PM: hey are you ok? that got pretty rough at the end there.
9:07 AM: ohhhhhh shit you’re on twitter
12:16 PM: idk if you’re up yet but um. maybe don’t check your comments for a couple
days until you’re feeling better.
The other twenty messages came from Beatrice, but Lenore didn’t bother to read all of
them. She skimmed them, which fortunately was more than adequate since Beatrice tended to go
off on tangents.
5:17 AM: Hey, I was checking my phone before I get ready for work and it looks like
people have shared the video from last night? I didn’t know they could do that but anyway it’s
gotten on Twitter and people are sharing it?
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7:46 AM: OK I did some digging and it looks like it got passed around on FundMyLife
first and then someone uploaded it to Twitter???
7:49 AM: @FundMyDrama. Good to know there’s a whole account for that. Anyway I’ll
see what people are saying if you like. Or if you don’t like. I’m doing it. Sorry.
10:23 AM: OK I know you’re not up yet but when you see this: YOU NEED TO TAKE
THAT VIDEO DOWN.
10:25 AM: Or maybe don’t. Maybe that’ll make things worse? IDK ask Estelle.
12:45 PM: And Buzzfeed has officially gotten involved! Great. Fuck.
12:50 PM: OK well at least they’re sort of on your side. They’re not not on your side.
Twitter is more mixed but it’s Twitter so who cares.
Her stomach churned, and it wasn’t because she was hungry. After taking a deep breath
and making a futile attempt to talk herself out of it, she clicked on her notifications from
FundMyLife.
Most of them were comments. Not just on the livestream, but on all her videos.
YOU ARE HATEFUL AND RUDE!!! YOU GIVE THE SITE A BAD NAME!!!!
stupid cunt
girlie i understand why you were mad but you didn’t need to stoop to their level :/
DIE
disappointed in you. was thinking of subscribing but def will not now.
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Then there were a couple of unsubscribing notifications, and one person had been so
helpful as to leave a reason why. They cited “rudeness and excessive negativity.”
Her breathing stopped up in her throat, Lenore wondered if the commenter from the night
before was seeing all of this, having a laugh at her expense.
Against her better judgment, her fingers flew across the touchscreen of her phone to bring
up Twitter. She wasn’t trending-trending, at least not anymore, but she only had to scroll for a
couple seconds before she found someone talking about it, and from there, she was easily able to
find out what people were saying. Somehow, things were both worse and better. Twitter simply
had a much bigger userbase, so that meant the average number of hateful comments hurled
Lenore’s way went up significantly, and she was suddenly very, very grateful her Twitter handle
wasn’t her name, and that she hadn’t linked it to her FundMyLife profile. But there were also
plenty of people defending her, including one person who, according to her bio, was a published
sociologist.
@DrNadyaPorter: To live with an illness or disability is to constantly worry that you are not
unwell “enough” to be deserving of people’s compassion and help, and to hear those around you
question your integrity. Lenore has every right to get angry. #JustBecauseYouCantSeeIt doesn’t
mean her struggle isn’t real.
@farrahluvsyou: ok yeah, fair. i didn’t like her attitude but she had a right to get
mad
@m0ckingj4y: she literally wished for someone to get cancer wtf is this
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@georgiapeach02: I mean, she didn’t WISH for it, per se. And tbh the other person
started it
@broncosbabe_x: ^^^^ talk shit, get hit
@wrightnow: y’all, someone being an asshole online doesn’t make it ok to WISH FOR
THEM TO GET CANCER
@broncosbabe_x: it wasn’t so much a wish as a suggestion
A few posts down, someone an article from a mid-tier “news” website that Lenore was
aware of, but had never been interested in until now. They mostly talked about which celebrities
were dating, which Instagram models were hawking products to their underage fans that would
make them vomit, and which YouTubers been caught talking shit about their friends under a
secret second account that week. Never in a thousand years would she have guessed this would
be what finally made her check them out. There was a screenshot of the livestream from
before—it looked like the moment just before she lost her temper, when she was sitting in
stunned, fuming silence. The headline read: “A Troll Accused Her of Faking Her Cancer. She
Fired Back—And People Are PISSED!”
Just below the title and author’s name, there was an italicized quote that took her a
moment to realize came from herself.
“Get a real hobby, get a f**king job, hell, get cancer if that’s what it’ll take to make you
f**king interesting. Maybe then you’ll develop some empathy.
She cringed. She stood by what she had said, but she had to admit, reading the words in
plain black and white after having had the benefit of a night’s worth of sleep, they didn’t make
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her look great. The article was short, and was accompanied by a video clip of Lenore blowing
up. She only let it play for about three seconds before pausing it again. She had never liked
hearing the sound of her own voice on recording, and that feeling of wriggling discomfort was
amplified tenfold by everything.
Last night, on popular fundraising website FundMyLife, 24-year-old Lenore Hubbard
hosted a livestream to raise money for her cancer treatment. Hubbard reports she has been
diagnosed with Stage I breast cancer and will require surgery. She’s found a small audience
after having only been on the site for a short time, though she has been criticized before for her
awkward interactions on camera. But last night, things blew up when user fyreflie (checking the
account out, it appears to be a sock puppet) made some bold accusations. And when Hubbard
clapped back, she CLAPPED BACK.
This was followed by screenshots of the commenter accusing her of being fake, and a full
transcript of what Lenore had said in response. She scrolled past those as quickly as possible.
While the backlash from FundMyLife’s userbase has been quick and intense, as the video
made its way to other social media, many have come out to defend Hubbard. Cancer survivor
and Vulture writer Thomas Bark posted on his twitter: “WTF? She’s accused of faking HAVING
CANCER, loses her temper, and I’m NOT supposed to be on her side?” He then added: “Tonepolicing someone after harassing them until they snap. Classic internet.” Many agreed,
criticizing the notion that just because Hubbard doesn’t “look” like she has cancer (whatever
that means) doesn’t mean she isn’t suffering and in need of financial assistance. The hashtag
#JustBecauseYouCantSeeIt began trending as many chimed in with their own stories of not being
believed, and showing support for Hubbard.
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But some have also pointed out that Hubbard telling the troll to get cancer is… not a
good look, shall we say? While this writer is of the opinion that if anyone has the right to make
such a comment, it’s a cancer patient, it is pretty gauche. Others have pointed out that
Hubbard’s father, Neil Hubbard, is currently serving time for embezzlement, although others
still have wondered what this has to do with his daughter’s diagnosis. The most negative
reactions seem to be from FundMyLife’s userbase, who have been spamming Hubbard’s videos
with hateful comments and even outright threats ever since the video began to pick up steam. Do
I think Hubbard could’ve handled the situation better? Maybe. I don’t know. I’ve never dealt
with someone coming into my messages and calling me a scammer. But does she deserve
personal attacks and threats on a mass scale? No.
As of now, Hubbard has not responded to the controversy. Does she plan to address it?
Apologize? Stand her ground? Or is she simply waiting for us all to find the next Twitter Villain
of the Day? Either way, we can all agree: fyreflie is a douchebag. Tell us your thoughts on the
situation in the comments, and don’t forget to share this article and subscribe to our site for the
latest!
Just as she finished reading, Lenore’s phone buzzed again. It was a FundMyLife
notification. She didn’t dare open it.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
Matthew Pitts had worked for The St. Francis Gazette for thirty years, starting back when
it was still a printed newspaper that was delivered weekly on doorsteps all over the country.
These days, the Gazette had lost much of its foothold in the news thanks to the internet, but it
had managed to continue as a website. Matthew had been one of the few writers whose job
survived the switch; others, due to either a dislike of the new format or being unable to adapt,
had been replaced by younger journalists.
He was no sort of technophobe, but sometimes Matthew longed for the days when the
building was filled with the sound of dialup and fax machines. He missed his old coworkers, the
desk he’d slept at countless times. Now, they leased a few rooms in a huge office building that
wasn’t theirs, and the staff had been reduced to a mere fifteen people, plus the ever-rotating cast
of freelancers who were desperate for work. Still, he knew not to complain. Making a career in
journalism had been hard enough back when he’d started, and it was a fucking miracle these
days. With all the people he’d been working with for years retiring, being laid off, or finding
work elsewhere over the years, he was the last of the old guard.
His fingers drummed irritably against the surface of his desk as he scrolled through
Twitter, something his doctor had suggested multiple times he stop doing. Something about his
blood pressure. But he always seemed to end up back there, not for fun, but for research. He
skimmed over the dozens and dozens of posts that had shown up in the
#JustBecauseYouCantSeeIt tag, keeping a mental tally of how many people had taken the
opportunity to complain about socialism and universal healthcare and Obama or whatever. So
far, the count was fifteen and growing.
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The angered response to these people that he was rapidly drafting and erasing and
drafting again in his head was cut short by the sound of footsteps, and he looked up to see Imani.
She was slightly less than half his age at twenty-six, and had been hired to handle the Gazette’s
official accounts and promotion when their last social media manager had been scooped up by
some fast food restaurant trying to seem relatable.
“We agreed your headline needs to change,” she told him, pulling out her work phone
and bringing up his latest article, set to be posted the next day. She didn’t look at him, but he’d
learned long ago not to be offended. Imani was glued to her phone not out of rudeness, but
because something always demanded it. “It won’t get clicks.”
“It’s informative,” he said, bristling. “Informative and funny!”
She looked up at him then, dark eyes glinting with a combination of exasperation and
amusement. “It’s a pun.”
“It’s a good pun.”
“It’s a pun that I needed to Google in order to get. I talked to the editor; we’re changing
it. I just wanted to give you a heads-up, and ask, would you prefer ‘Hollywood Movie Isn’t
Cursed, Director Says,’ or ‘The Star’s Trailer Caught Fire and Then it Got Worse’?”
He blinked. “Neither of those are very punchy.”
She shrugged. “People on our email list will like them.”
“‘And Then it Got Worse,’ I guess,” he finally said after a moment of consideration.
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“Great.” She made a note on her phone before her gaze flicked to his computer screen.
When she saw what he was looking at, she groaned. “Jesus, people are still talking about that? I
was hoping it’d blow over by lunchtime. I mean, even for Twitter drama, this is stupid.”
“Must be a slow day.”
“I’m sure it’ll be over by the weekend. Which is good for that girl. Did you watch the
video?”
“No. I’ve been too busy reading all of this.” He nodded towards the screen. “Would you
like to guess how many death threats I’ve found since I started?”
Imani scoffed. “Fifty?”
“No, s—wait, fifty? Fifty?” He stared at her, appalled. “No! Jesus. I’ve found seven.”
“I mean, seven death threats is still more death threats than most people should probably
be getting in a day.”
“Fifty?” he repeated.
“I’ve seen it happen. Anyway,” she said, “you’re supposed to be working. Get off there
before you get caught by someone who cares.”
“I am working.”
She raised an eyebrow.
“I am! The video was on FundMyLife originally, remember?”
Imani nodded slowly, understanding. “So you’re calling this research.”
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“It is research.” As if to prove it, he held up a legal pad that sat next to his computer
mouse. It was covered in smudged, barely legible writing. Matthew wrote like he’d missed the
day in school they taught cursive, had been forced to fake it in order to get by, and never quite
managed to learn the real thing. The results were shapes that were recognizable as letters, you
just couldn’t always be sure of which one. Looking at the legal pad, she could see that he’d
already covered several pages. “Speaking of which, I’ve been meaning to ask—how many times
can I ask Rut to respond to my messages before it becomes harassment?”
“Legally? I have no idea. But I’d lay off. If he hasn’t replied by now, he probably never
will. I was surprised he even talked to you in the first place.”
“His lawyers probably told him to cease contact,” he said glumly.
“Probably.” She turned to leave. “Leave him alone. And do yourself a favor and get off
Twitter for a couple days.”
“You’re the one who made me get an account,” he called out to her retreating back.
“And I regret it daily!”
She disappeared back to her own desk, and Matthew turned to look at his computer once
more. He blinked and rubbed his bright blue eyes. With all the time he spent staring at a screen,
it was a miracle he didn’t need reading glasses yet. He took one last look at the tweets
concerning the girl—he’d scribbled down her name and added it to a list of potential people to
reach out to—before clicking over to his direct messages. He’d only exchanged DMs with a
handful of people, all relating to work. The latest had been a brief-but-frustrating exchange with
Zakary Rut.
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When he’d started on this article a few months ago, Matthew had neutral-leaningnegative feelings towards FundMyLife, but no particular animosity towards its CEO. This
changed within about five minutes of actually speaking with the man, once they got through the
usual “hi, how are you, thanks for answering my message” pleasantries.
@matthewpitts: I’m curious about what made you decide to have users upload content in
exchange for donations. Some would argue that people in need of fundraising may not have time
or resources to create something to sell.
@ZakFromFundMyLife: well gofundme already had plain fundraising going so i coulkdt do
that. anyway my main thing was just like, no one should have to give up money and get nothing
back. you should get something named after you if nothibg else right? so i decided my charity
would be different. like indigogo and patreon!!!
@matthewpitts: Why do you think someone would choose your website over GoFundMe or a
similar website?
@ZakFromFundMyLife: i think ppl are more likely to donate if they are getting something
back and its a lot easier to find people to give you money if you have something to show them.
like no one’s gonna read a long-ass essay about you needing sugrery but theyll watch a vlog
where out ell them about it. besides it’s fun! people wouldnt keep posting if they didn’t enjoy it
@matthewpitts: You don’t think someone relying on the website for income wouldn’t keep
them coming back, whether they enjoy the website or not?
After ten minutes of silence, he sent another question.
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@matthewpitts: There have been some criticisms of FundMyLife’s setup encouraging toxic
positivity and burnout. What are your thoughts?
@ZakaryRut: wtf is toxic psotitivity. is that even a thing. thats like saying bad happiness, it’s
nothing it makes no sense
@matthewpitts: Layman’s terms, it’s the mindset that any negative feelings are automatically
bad.
@ZakaryRut: well that’s true! being pissed off doesn’t help anything and tbh negativity is
exhausting. and none of the negative people i know are successfull, they just trap themselves i
think
@matthewpitts: Or maybe they’re negative because they feel trapped?
@ZakaryRut: yeah but they wouldn’t have gotten trapped in the first place if they were looking
for their next opportunity and being positive about it. thats what i do and look at me now!
It was at this point that Matthew had to get up from his desk and take a walk around the
office, and restrain himself from trying to explain systemic inequality to Zakary Rut. He returned
to his computer calmer, but no less irritated. After talking in circles for a few minutes, he decided
to just go for it and ask Rut for a full interview, either via webcam or over the phone. It was
much harder for people to avoid questions or lie that way—and, in this case, he wouldn’t be
stuck deciphering a flood of typos. To his shock, Rut agreed. But when he attempted to arrange a
specific time and date, he got no response. He sent several Twitter messages and a couple emails
following up, but got no response. Rut continued posting to Twitter, but made no response to
Matthew. He guessed this was when Rut’s lawyers found out about the conversation and quashed
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any notions of an interview, and had probably advised him to ignore the issue until it went away.
And unless he was dumb enough to forgo that advice, Matthew would have to write this article
without him.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
The internet had entirely forgotten about Lenore by the time her next appointment with
Dr. Patel rolled around. Or at least, the internet outside of the small sphere of FundMyLife had
forgotten about her. Twitter was abuzz about their new hot topic, an unfortunate young man
whose drunken texts pleading for his ex-girlfriend to take him back had been screencapped and
shared for everyone to see. While most of the internet was occupied with diagnosing a random
stranger with everything in the DSM-5 based on four out-of-context screenshots, the heat was
mostly taken off her, which was a relief. Unfortunately, with the community of FundMyLife
being as relatively small and tightly knit as it was, things hadn’t quite blown over there just yet.
And those were the people she needed to forgive her more than anything.
Most people got bored of slinging nasty comments her way within a day or so, which
meant the worst of it was over. But her videos, new and old, were gaining little traction outside
of the few people still invested in insulting her, and while a couple donations had come in, it
wasn’t nearly enough. Forcing herself to record was an uphill battle as it was, and it was
especially hard to feel incentivized with her numbers being so low.
While she sat in the waiting room, she, Estelle, and Beatrice were in a groupchat,
discussing how best to handle the situation.
Beatrice: OK, Estelle, you’re the expert. What are the pros and cons to Lenore putting up a
video apologizing?
Estelle: uh…pros:
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-

if ppl really were offended or think she’s too cold then an apology vid could change their
minds

-

apology vids always get views, even the ones everyone knows are bullshit

-

people would stop saying she’s “hiding from the situation”

Beatrice: OK, and cons?
Estelle: hoo boy.
-

if they don’t think she’s being sincere it will get SO MUCH worse

-

bringing more attention to this feels like a bad idea

-

might bring more trolls out of the woodwork if they think they can get a big reaction
again

Lenore: ok well i’m not apologizing because i didn’t fucking do anything wrong
Beatrice: Look, the guy deserved it, I’m with you on that.
Beatrice: But we need to look at this practically. You need money and right now you’re barely
making any.
Lenore: yeah no shit sherlock
Estelle: if you don’t feel like you should, then don’t apologize. just keep making good content
and this whole thing will blow over eventually. you’ll bounce back.
Lenore: guess i should start making good content
Estelle: lol you’ve been doing fine
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Lenore wasn’t sure whether that was true or not. She’d gotten slightly more comfortable
in front of the camera. She had to; she was still in crunch mode, filming and posting on a neardaily basis. While this was partially for the same reasons as before—more content, more
exposure, more money—it was also partially in the hopes that this would give people something
besides the livestream blowup to talk about, should her name ever come up.
Filming as soon as she got home from work, no matter how exhausted and grumpy she
was, and then spending however long it took editing the video into something decent, had left
Lenore running on fumes. Between the fake smiles for the customers at work and the faker
smiles for the unknown viewers on the other side of the screen, it was a miracle her face hadn’t
frozen like that. This particular morning, she hadn’t bothered with makeup, and she’d done the
absolute bare minimum in the shower that morning as to not be completely disgusting. That
meant she looked every bit as tired as she felt; pale, washed-out skin, with dark bags under her
eyes.
Dr. Patel finally got, twenty minutes after their scheduled appointment, which in doctor
time was an hour early. “How are you doing?”
Lenore snorted, sitting down in the chair across from her. “You’re a cancer doctor, do
you ever get a good response to that?”
“Very rarely,” she admitted. “But how are you?”
“Just fine and dandy.” She ran a hand through her hair and exhaled. “Is the surgery
officially scheduled?”
“Yes. Someone from scheduling should’ve sent you an email yesterday.”
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“Uh, hang on.”
She fumbled with her phone, clicking away from the call to check her email, and saw that
she’d gotten a PDF attachment the afternoon before. It was a checklist with all the important
dates and deadlines on it—including when she expected to pay or make other financial
arrangements. The money was due thirty days after the operation. Could anyone be ready to pay
ten grand just thirty days after going under the knife? People with better jobs, she supposed.
“Yeah, I got it.”
“You won’t need to stay in the hospital until the day of,” Dr. Patel said, “but I’ll arrange
for you to meet your surgeon before then. It makes some people feel better to know they’re in
good hands.”
“Okay.” Her chest felt tight, but she just nodded and kept talking like a champ. “Will…
will someone, like… write me a note to give to my boss or something?”
She flushed, feeling stupid and childish, asking for a doctor’s note like she was in middle
school or something. But Dr. Patel didn’t seem to consider it to be a strange question, and just
said, “We usually provide that documentation after the procedure, but if you want to give them
something earlier, I’m sure we can arrange something.”
“Okay. Okay.” She double-checked to make sure she’d saved the document correctly.
“And I’ll get billed after the surgery?”
“Yes.”
“So is there anything else I need to do before, except meet with the surgeon?”
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“No. Just take care of yourself and make arrangements with work. I understand this is
much easier said than done, but I hope you’re avoiding stretching yourself too thin? You’re
under a lot of pressure, the last thing you need is to make things worse with exhaustion or
unnecessary stress.”
Lenore hesitated, and half-wanted to tell her what was going on. She brushed the idea
away quickly; she was an oncologist, not a psychotherapist. But it would’ve been nice to get an
objective opinion.
“I’m doing what I can,” was all she said.
Dr. Patel sighed. “That’s about all you can do,” she conceded.
The appointment ended with very little fanfare, and Dr. Patel promised the surgeon’s
office would call her soon. Lenore tried not to let her anxiety show on her face. There was no
point in freaking out now. That could wait until it was time to pay the bill.
When she got into her car, Lenore checked her phone, and found one new notification
from FundMyLife. She was almost afraid to open it, but she did anyway.
It was a one-time donation for $500.
Her heart stopped for just a moment as she stared at the number. This had to be a joke, or
she was misreading it and it was actually $5, not…
She blinked, and checked again. She’d definitely seen it correctly. $500, from someone
who didn’t subscribe to her. Warmth and overwhelming excitement flooded her. She took a
screencap to send to Estelle and Beatrice, accompanied by several exclamation marks, before
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going to rattle off a “thank you” message to the sender. That was when she noticed the note
they’d attached.
More where that came from, if you like. DM me?
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FULL SYNOPSIS
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Lenore Hubbard is a twenty-four-year-old college graduate working a dead-end job in a
convenience store. Her mother died of ovarian cancer when she was in high school, and her
father is currently imprisoned for embezzlement, leaving her fraternal twin Beatrice as her only
close family. She prides herself on being incredibly self-sufficient, sometimes to her own
detriment, and is a pessimist by nature.
She’s taken off-guard when a routine self-check reveals a lump in her breast, and a trip to
the doctor confirms her worst fears: she has breast cancer. She initially goes on a stress-fueled
bender, indulging in binge drinking, gambling, smoking, and petty theft, before finally getting
herself kicked off of public transit for arguing loudly with another passenger. Forced to call for a
ride home, she finally tells Beatrice about her diagnosis, who reacts largely in the way she
expected. A neurotic go-getter, Beatrice immediately begins to plan Lenore’s recovery for her,
step-by-step, whether she likes it or not. This includes attending a cancer support group. There,
she meets Estelle, a recovering alcoholic who’s been battling lymphoma since she was a
teenager. Her easygoing personality and sense of humor endear her to Lenore, and the two
become friends.
Lenore’s oncologist, Dr. Patel, concludes that the first course of action will be a surgery
to remove the tumor. The surgery is not covered by Lenore’s meager insurance. Estelle tells her
about FundMyLife, a website where people hold ongoing fundraisers. In order to do this, they
sign up to be “creators,” providing regular content such as videos, blogs, and artwork to be
posted on their personal stream. The site’s members, called “givers,” choose which creators to
donate their money to. Estelle is a long-time member of the site, posting frequently and having
amassed a decent-sized following for her cheery, humorous videos.
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Lenore dislikes the website’s setup and doesn’t think it’s for her, but has no other viable
options. With the encouragement of Beatrice, she creates an account as a creator, and begins
posting vlogs. The website’s culture is strongly focused on “strength” and “gratitude,” with the
top-rated creators being intensely positive even in the face of deadly diseases or other traumatic
events. Lenore is awkward in front of the camera and comes off as icy and off-putting, turning
off many viewers, but her sense of humor and brutal honesty slowly endear her to a small-butloyal base of subscribers. After a while, she hosts a livestream, during which a rude commenter
accuses her of faking her diagnosis. Lenore explodes, unleashing a vitriolic rant against the
viewer, causing her to briefly go viral. The attention is a mixed bag; some lash out against her for
her perceived “rudeness,” while others, particularly from outside the site’s usual base, defend
her.
A subscriber offers a large one-time donation in exchange for an hour-long private video
call. This makes Lenore uneasy, but she’s incredibly close to her fundraising goal, and doesn’t
see how she can say no. She agrees. During the call, Lenore becomes intensely uncomfortable
and wants to log off, but forces herself to power through and talk to the subscriber. He does send
the money as promised, but she feels awful afterwards, and has a small breakdown. She wants to
delete her account, but Beatrice tries to comfort her and encourages her to just hold on a little
longer. After all, they only need a little more money before they can put the whole thing behind
them.
Finally, Lenore reaches her goal, and soon afterwards has her surgery. It’s successful, and
she begins radiation therapy afterwards. During this time, she posts far less often, and begins to
relax and socialize more with her support group. She makes an effort to care for herself and
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follow her recovery plan to the letter, and for the first time in a long time, feels hopeful about the
future. The only downside is that Estelle stops coming to support group. When Lenore asks her
about it, she says she’s been doing better and is focusing on other parts of her treatment.
Unfortunately, the rug is ripped out from under Lenore a couple months later, when the
cancer proves to be recurrent, and another tumor is found during a check-up. Another surgery
will be needed. She and Beatrice try to brainstorm solutions, but Lenore sees no choice but to
resume her activity on FundMyLife.
Between her work schedule, her doctor’s appointments, and the stress of her diagnosis,
Lenore doesn’t post as often as subscribers would like, and she can’t hide her disdain for the
whole thing, or her increasing cynicism about her prognosis. This leads to her receiving many
angry comments, including one that shames her for only posting when she needs something. This
sets off Lenore’s temper again, and she posts an incredibly angry video, ripping apart the
exploitative, toxic nature of the site. She accuses people of wanting to feel good about
themselves by being able to say they helped a cancer patient, but being too cowardly to hear
about the ugly realities that come with it. The video ends with her telling her subscribers that if
they want her to post more and be who they want her to be, they should at least send her more
money.
The video garners an intense and hateful backlash, and she loses subscribers en masse. In
the midst of all this, a journalist named Matthew reaches out to her and asks to meet. He reveals
he’s working on a story about the harm caused by FundMyLife’s practices and culture, and asks
if she’d be willing to give an interview about her experiences. She initially agrees, but her friends
warn her that FundMyLife’s creator policy includes a clause that says creators aren’t allowed to
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publicly insult or criticize the website’s function. She’s already received a warning for her latest
video; if she outright condemned the website as a whole, she could be banned altogether. Part of
her wants to just do it anyway, but she needs the income too much, and pulls out of the story,
even when Matthew assures her that she’d be kept anonymous.
Lenore forces herself to commit to a draconian output schedule and puts on a good show
to try and win subscribers back, which is only moderately successful, and puts a huge strain on
her mental health—which in turn begins to take a toll on her physical health. Beatrice and Dr.
Patel both try to convince her to ease up, but she refuses. This causes a rift between her and
Beatrice, especially when she blames Beatrice for convincing her to make the account in the first
place.
Out of the blue one night, Lenore gets a call from Estelle. She’s initially happy to hear
from her, but becomes alarmed when she realizes Estelle is drunk. She drives out to meet her,
and finds her in a bar outside of town—she’s too drunk to drive home, and the bartender took her
keys. Angered and worried, Lenore drives her home and tears into her, asking if she was trying
to get herself killed. Estelle reveals that she didn’t stop attending support group because she was
getting better, but rather, that her prognosis has worsened. Lenore is stunned, since she never
mentioned this in her videos, and Estelle explains that, while bad news is good for garnering
short-term sympathy on the website, too much negativity will cause creators to lose money.
People want to see hope, even when it’s not reality. However, her constant output and positivity
hasn’t been enough, and she doesn’t have enough income to pay for her necessary treatments.
The stress and her health pushed her into a deep depression, culminating in her falling off the
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wagon. She confesses that she almost doesn’t care about paying for her treatment anymore,
feeling hopeless about her future.
Lenore drives Estelle to an AA meeting and then takes her home with her to stay the
night. The next morning, the two discuss the negative impact the site has had on their lives, and
Lenore resolves to delete her account altogether. She tries to make Estelle promise not to harm
herself any further, but Estelle can’t promise that—she can only promise to take it one day at a
time. She does, however, delete her FundMyLife account a few days later, after posting a video
with Lenore explaining her reasons. Soon after, Beatrice and Lenore make up. Beatrice is
intensely remorseful, admitting she was so desperate for her sister to live, she encouraged her to
engage in something that hurt her, but Lenore concedes that she was similarly misguided and
was hurting herself just as much.
Lenore reaches out to Matthew and asks if it’s too late to be interviewed. It’s not, and she
speaks out against the website’s toxic culture—and she doesn’t do it anonymously. After it runs,
several people email Matthew asking if they can donate to help fund Lenore’s second surgery.
There’s enough to pay for it and the first few months of radiation therapy, and she has Matthew
send whatever’s left to Estelle. She notes the irony that fundraising ended up coming to her
rescue yet again, though she also knows there’s a real chance the cancer could come back, and
she could be back in the same boat six months from now. She knows that the future is incredibly
uncertain, and it’s almost entirely luck that saved her this time, but at least she can feel okay
about it, since she didn’t force herself into anything she didn’t want to do.
Just before her second lumpectomy, Lenore, Beatrice, and Estelle discuss what they’ll do
if the cancer comes back. None of them are sure, but all agree leaving FundMyLife was the right
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thing to do. Lenore jokes about resorting to holding up grocery stores, but the reality is, she has
no clue what she’ll do if the cancer comes back. However, she has no regrets about leaving the
website, and is determined to live, but to keep her sanity intact while she does it. The novel ends
with her being put under anesthesia before her surgery, representing a murky but hopeful future.
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